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THE RALESTONES COVE HOVE

Once upon a time two brave princes and a beautiful prin-
cess set out to make their fortunes— began the dark-
hai red, dark-eyed boy by the convertible.

"Royalty is out of fashion," corrected R cky Ral estone
somewhat indifferently. "Can't you do better than that?"
She gave her small, pert hat an exasperated tweak which
brought the unoffending bow -shaped bit of white felt into
its proper position over her right eyebrow "How |ong

does it take Rupert to ask a single sinple question?"

Her brother Val watched the gas gage on the instrunent
board of the convertible fluctuate wildly as the attendant of

Andr 6 Norton

the station shook the hose to speed the flow of the |ast few
drops. Five gallons—did he have enough to pay for it? He
began to assenbl e various small hoards of change from

di fferent pockets.
"Do you think we're going to like this?" Ricky waved

her hand vaguely in a gesture which included a dil api dat ed
hot -dog stand and a stretch of road white-hot under the

st eady baki ng of the sun

"Well, | think that Pirate's Haven is slightly different
fromour present surroundi ngs. Were's your proper pride?
Not everyone can be classed anpbng the New Poor," Va

observed j udi ci ously.

"Nobility in the bread line." H's sister sniffed with
what she fondly believed was the air of a Van Astor
dowager .

"Nobi lity?"

"W never relinquished the title, did we? Rupert's stil
the Marquess of Lone."

"After sone two hundred years in America | amafraid
that we would find oursel ves strangers in England. And
Lone crunbled to dust |ong ago."

"But he's still Marquess of Lone," she persisted

"Al'l right. And what does that make you?"

"Lady Ri chanda, of course, silly. Can't you renenber

the wording of the old charter? And you're Viscount—
"Wong there," Val corrected her. "I'"'monly a lord, by

courtesy, unless we can bash Rupert on the head sone

dark night and chuck himinto the bayou."

file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (1 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:36 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

"Lord Valerius." She rolled it upon her tongue.

2
RALESTONELUCK

"Mar quess, Lady, and Lord Val, out to seek their fortunes.
Pity we can't do it in the traditional famly way."

"But we can't, you know," he protested |aughingly. "I
believe that piracy is no | onger |ooked upon with favor by
the nore solid nenbers of any conmunity. Though pl ank-

wal king is an idea to keep in mnd when the bill collectors
start to draw in upon us."

"Here conmes Rupert at last. Rupert," she raised her

voice as their eider brother opened the door by the driver's
seat, "shall we all go and be pirates? Val has sonme |ovely
gory ideas."

"Not just yet anyway—we still have a roof over our
heads," he answered as he slid in behind the wheel. "W
shoul d have taken the right turn a mle back."

"Bother!" Ricky surveyed as much of her face as she
could see in the postage-stanp mirror of her conpact. "I
don't think I'"'mgoing to |Iike Louisiana."

"Maybe Loui siana won't care for you either," Val
offered slyly. "After all, we dyed-in-the-wool Yanks com
ing to live in the deep South—

"Speak for yourself, Val Ralestone.” She applied a

puff carefully to the tip of her upturned nose. "Since
we' ve got this barn of a place on our hands, we mght as
well live init. Too bad you couldn't have persuaded our
artist tenant to sign another |ease, Rupert."”

"He's gone to spend a year in Italy. The place is in

fairly good condition though. LeFleur said that as |ong as
we don't use the left wing and close off the state bedroons,
we can nmanage nicely."

"State bedroonms— Val drew a deep breath which was
3
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meant to be one of reverence but which turned into a
sneeze as the convertible' s wheels raised the dust. "How
does it feel to own such nagnificence, Rupert?"

"Not so good," he replied honestly. "A house as big as
Pirate's Haven is a burden if you don't have the cash to
keep it up properly. Though this artist chap did make a | ot

of inprovements on his own."
"But mnk of the Long Hall—= began Ricky, rolling

her eyes heavenward.
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"And just what do you know about the Long Hall?"
demanded Rupert.
"Why, that's where dear G eat-great-uncle Rick's ghost

is supposed to walk, isn't it?" she asked innocently. "1
hope that our late tenant didn't scare himaway. It gives
one such a bl ue-bl ooded feeling to think of having an
active ghost on the prem ses. A nenber of one's own

famly, too!"
"Sure. Teach him-er it—sone parlor tricks and we'll

show it—er hi m-eff every afternoon between three and
four. We mght even be able to charge adm ssion and
recoup the famly fortune," Val suggested brightly.
"Have you no reverence?" denmanded his sister. "And

besi des, ghosts only wal k at night."
"Now that's sonething we'll have to investigate," Va

interrupted her. "Do ghosts have union rules? | mean,
woul dn't want G eat-great-uncle Rick to march up and
down the carriage drive with a sign reading, "The Ral estones

are unfair to ghosts,' or anything like that."
"We'll have to use the Long Hall, of course,” cut in

Rupert, as usual ignoring their nonsense. "And the old
4
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sunmer drawi ng-room But we can shut up the dining-
roomand the ball-room W'IIl eat in the kitchen, and that
and a bedroom api ece—

"l suppose there are bathrooms, or at |east a bathroom"”
his brother interrupted. "Because | don't care to rush
down to the bayou for a good brisk plunge every time | get
my face dirty."

"Harrison put in a bathroomat his own expense | ast
fal L"

"For which bl essed be die name of Harrison. If he

hadn't gone to Italy, he would have rebuilt the house. How
soon do we get there? This touring is not what | nought it
m ght be—

The crease which had appeared so recently between
Rupert's eyes deepened.

"Let hurt, Val?" he asked quietly, glancing at the slim
figure sharing his seat.

"No. |'mexpressing curiosity this tine, old nman, not
just a whine. But if we're going to be this far off the main
hi ghway—
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"Ch, it's not far fromthe city road. W ought to be
seing the gate-posts any nonent now. "

"Prophet!" Ricky |eaned forward between them "See
there!™"

Two gray stone posts, as firmy planted by tinme as the
avenue of |ive-oaks they headed, showed clearly in the
afternoon light. And fromthe nearest, deep carven in the
stone, a jagged-toothed skull, crowned and grinning, stared
blankly at the three in the shabby car. Beneath it ran the
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i nsolent notto of an ancient and disreputable clan, "Wat
I want —+ take!"

"This is the place all right— recognize Joe there/' Va
pointed to the crest. "Good old Joe, always |aughing."

Ri cky made a face. "Horrid old thing. | don't see why
we coul dn't have had a swan or sonething nice to swank

about . "

"But then the Lords of Lone were hardly a nice lot in
their prime," Val renminded her. "Well, Rupert, let's see
the rest.”

The car followed a gravel ed drive between tall bushes

whi ch woul d have been the better for a pruning. Then the
road made a sudden curve and they cane out upon a

crescent of |awn bordering upon a stone-paved terrace

three steps above. And on the terrace stood the hone a

Ral estone had not set foot in for over fifty years—Pirate's

Haven.

"I't looks—= Ricky stared up, "why, it looks just |ike
the picture M. Hanson painted!"

"Which proves why he is nowin Italy," Val returned.
"But he did capture it on canvas."

"Gray stone—and those di anond- paned w ndows—and
that squatty tower. But it isn't like a Southern hone at all
It's sone old, old place out of England."

"Because it was built by an exile," said Rupert softly.

"An exile who loved his hone so well that he |abored five
years in the wilderness to build its duplicate. Those little
di amond- paned wi ndows were once protected with shutters

an inch thick, and the place was a fort in Indian tinmes. But
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it is strange to this country. That's why it's one of the
show pl aces. LeFleur asked ne if we would be willing to
keep up the customof throwing the state roons open to the
public one day a nonth."

"And shall we?" asked Ricky.

"We'll see. Well, don't you want to see the inside as

wel | as the out?"

"Of course! Val, you lazy thing, get out!"

"Certainly, mlady." He swung open the door and

clinmbed out stiffly. Al though he woul dn't have confessed

it for any reason, his |l eg had been aching dully for hours.

"Do you know," Ricky hesitated on the first terrace
step, bending down to put aside a trail of norning-glory
vi ne which clutched at her ankle, "I've just renmenbered!"

"What ?" Rupert | ooked up fromthe grid where he was
unstrappi ng their |uggage.

"That W are the very first Ral estones to—+to cone
home since Grandfather MIles rode away in 1867."

"And why the sudden dip into ancient history?" Va
inquired as he linped around to hel p Rupert.

"I don't know," her eyes were fast upon nobss-greened
wal | and ponderous door hewn of a single slab of oak,
"except—well, we are com ng hone at |ast | wonder
if—+f they know. Al those others. Rick and Mles, the
first Rupert and R chard and—

"That spitfire, the Lady Ri chanda?" Rupert snil ed.
"Perhaps they do. No. |eave the bags here, Val. Let's see
the house first."

Toget her the Ral estones crossed the terrace and cane to
7
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stand by the front door which still bore faint scars |eft by
I ndi an hatchets. But Rupert stooped to insert a very nod-
emkey into a very nodern |ock. There was a click and the

door swung inward before his push.

"The Long Hall!" They stood in sonmething of a hesi-

tant huddl e at the end of a |long stone-floored room Half-
way down its length a wooden staircase led up to the
second floor, and directly opposite that a great fireplace

yawned mightily, black and bare.
A | eat her-covered | ounge was directly before nis, flanked

by two square chairs. And by me stairs was an oaken
marri age chest. Save for two skin rugs, these were all the
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furni shi ngs.
But Ricky had crossed hesitatingly to that cavernous

fireplace and was standing nere | ooking up as her brothers
j oi ned her.
"There's where it was,'' she said softly and pointed to a

deep niche cut into the surface of the stone overnantel
That niche was enpty and had been so for nore than a
hundred years—to their hurt. "That was where the Luck—
"How hol d ye Lome?" Rupert's softly spoken question

brought the well-renenbered answer to Val's |ips:
"By the oak leaf, by me sea wave, by the broad-sword

bl ade, thus hold we Lone!"

"The oak leaf is dust," nmurnured Ricky, "the sea

wave i s gone, the broadsword is rust, how now hold ye

Lome?"
Her brothers answered her together

"By our Luck, thus hold we Lonel"
8
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"And we've got to get it back," she said. "W've just
got to! Wien the Luck hangs there again, we—"

"Wn't have anything left to worry about,"” Val fin-

ished for her. "But that's a very big order, mlady. Short
of catching Rick's ghost and forcing himto disclose the
pl ace where he hid it, | don't see how we're going to do

it."
"But we are going to," she answered confidently. "
know we are!"

"A good thing," Rupert broke in, a hint of soberness
beneath the |lightness of his tone as he | ooked about the

al most bare room and then at the strained pallor of Val's
thin face. "The Ral estones have been | uckl ess too | ong.

And now suppose we take possession of this conmmodi ous

mansi on. | suggest that we get settled as soon as possi bl e.
I don't like the |ooks of the western sky. We're probably
going to have a storm™

"What about the car?" Val asked as his brother turned
to go.

"Harrison used the old carriage house as a garage. 1’|

run it in there. You and Ricky better do a spot of exploring
and see about beds and rood. | don't know how you feel,"

he went on grimy, "but after last night | want sonething
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softer than a dozen rocks to steep on."

"I told you not to stop at that tourist place,’
Ri cky smugly. "I said-—=

began

"You said that a house painted that shade of green nade
you slightly ill. But you didn't say anything about beds,
Val rem nded her as he shed his coat and hung it on the
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newel - post. "And since the Ralestone fam |y have defi -
nitely gone off the gold or any other nonetary standard,

it's tourist rests or the poorhouse for us."

"Probably the poorhouse.” Rupert sounded resigned.
"Now upstairs with you and get out some beddi ng. LeHeur
said in his letter that the place was all ready for occupancy.

And he stocked up with canned stuff."

"I knowbeans! Just too, too divine. Well, let's know
the worst." Ricky started up the stairs. "I suppose there

are electric lights?"

"Got to throwthe main switch first, and | haven't tine
to do that now Here, Val." Rupert tossed himhis tiny

pocket torch as he turned to go. The door cl osed behind
hi m and Ri cky | ooked over her shoul der

"This—this is rather a darkish place, isn't it?"
"Not so bad." Val considered the hall bel ow, which

seenmed suddenly peopl ed by an Overabundance of oddly
shaped shadows.
"No," her voice grew stronger, "not so bad. W're

t oget her anyway, Val. Last year 1 thought I'd die, shut up
in that awful school, and then com ng home to hear—

"About me nmaking ny first and last flight. Yes, not

exactly a rest cure for any of us, was it? But it's all over
now. The Ral estones may be down but they're not out,

yet, in spite of Mdsile G| and those coal-mnes. D you
know, we m ght use sone of that nice gilt-edged stock for
wal | - paper. There's enough to cover a closet at |east. Here
we arc, Rupert from beating about the globe trying to be a
newspaper nman, you straight from N York's finest finishing-
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school, and ne—well, out of the plainest hospital bed
ever saw. We've got this house and what Rupert managed
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to clear fromthe weck. Something will turn up. In the
meant i me—

"Yes?" she pronpted.

"In the nmeantine," he went on, |eaning against the

bani ster for a nonent's rest, "we can be | ooking for the
Luck. As Rupert says, we need it badly enough. Here's
the upper hall. Wich way now?"

"Over to the left wing. These in front are what Rupert
refers to as 'state bedroons.' "

"Yes?" He opened the nearest door and whistled softly.
"Not so bad. About the size of a small union station and
provided with all the conforts of a tonb. Decidedly not
what we want."

"Wait, here's a plaque set in the wall. Look!" She ran
her finger over a gl ass-covered square.

"Regul ations for guests, or a floor plan to show how to
reach the dining-roomin the qui ckest way," her brother
suggest ed.

"No." She read al oud sl owy:

" "TH S ROOM WAS OCCUPI ED BY GENERAL
ANDREW JACKSON

THE VI CTOR OF THE BATTLE OF NEW ORLEANS,
UPON THE TENTH DAY AFTER THE BATTLE. ' "

"Whew! 'dAd Hickory' here! But | thought that the
Ral estones were nore or | ess under a cloud at that tinme,"
comrent ed Val

Andr S Norton

"Hi story—
"I'n the making. Quite so. Now nay | suggest that we

find some slunber roons slightly nore noden? Rupert is
apt to becone annoyed at undue delay in such matters."
They went down the hall and turned into a short cross
corridor. Froma round wi ndow at the far end a ray of sun
still swept in, but it was a sickly, faded ray. The storm

Rupert had spoken of could not be far off.

"This is the right way. M. Harrison had these little
nunbers put on the doors for his guests," R cky pointed

out. "I"Il take 'three'; that was narked on the plan he sent
us as a lady's room You take that one across the hall and

| et Rupert have the one next to you."
The rooms they explored were not as inposing as the

one which had sheltered Andrew Jackson for a night.

Furni shed with chintz-covered chairs, solid mahogany bed-
st eads and hi ghboys, they were pl easant enough even if
they weren't chanbers to nake an antique dealer "Ch!"

and "Ah!" Val discovered with approval some stiff prints
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of mathematically correct clippers hung an exact patterns
on his walls, while Ricky's roomheld one treasure, a

dai nty dressing-table.
A smal |l door near the end of the hall gave upon a linen

closet. And Ricky, throwi ng her short white jacket and hat
upon the chair in her room set about naking beds, having
given Val strict orders to return to the |Iower hall and sort

out the luggage before bringing it up

As he reached the wi de | andi ng he stopped a nmonent.
Since that winter night, alnost a year in the past, when a
12
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passenger plane had deci ded—n spite of its pilot—+to nmake
a landing on a nmountainside, he had | earned to hobbl e
where he had once run. The accident having made his right
|l eg a rather accurate baroneter, that crooked bone was
announci ng the arrival of the coming stormw th a sharp
pai n or two which shot unexpectedly fromknee to ankl e.
One such caught him as he was about to take a step and
threw hi m suddenly off bal ance.

He clutched at a dimtapestry which hung across the

wal | and tunbled through a slit in die fabric—which swelled
of dust and nmoth balls—+nto a tiny alcove flanking a

broad, well-cushi oned wi ndow seat under tall w ndows. Be-
low himin a riot of bushes and hedges run wild, lay the
garden. Somewhere beyond nust |ie Bayou Mercier |ead-

ing directly to Lake Borgne and so to the sea, the thorough-
fare used by their pirate ancestors when they brought home
their spoil.

The green of the rank growth bel ow, thought Val, seened
intensified by the strange yellow sh light. A nbss-grown
path led straight into the heart of a jungle where sweet
olive, banana trees, and palns grew in a natted nass
Harrison m ght have done wonders for the house but he
had all owed the garden to | apse into a wilderness.

" Val | "

"Comi ng!" he shouted and pushed back through the
curtain. He could hear Rupert noving about the |ower
hal | .

"Just made it in tine," he said as the younger Ral estone
|inped down to join him "Hear that?"

13
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A steady pattering outside was growing into a wild dash

of wind-driven rain. It was dark and Rupert hinself was
but a blur noving across the hall.
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"Do you still have the flash? Mght as well descend into
the | ower regions and put on the lights."

They crossed the Long Hall, passing through anot her

| arge chanber where furniture huddl ed under dust covers,
and then into a snall cupboard-lined passage. This gave
upon a dark cavern where Val's hand scraped a table top
only too painfully as he went. Then Rupert found the door
|l eading to the cellar, and they went down and down into

i nky bl ackness upon which their thread of torchlight nmade
little inpression.

The danp, unpl easant scent of nobld and wet grew
stronger as they descended, and their fingers brushed slimne-
touched wal | s.

"Phew! Not very confy down here," Val protested as

Rupert threw the torch beam along the nearest wall. Wth a
grunt of relief he stepped forward to pull open the door of
a small black box. "That does it," he said as he threw the
switch. "Now for the topside again and some supper."

They negotiated the steps and found the button which
controlled the kitchen lights. The glare showed them a
roomon the mamot h scal e suggested by the Long Hall

A giant fireplace still equipped with three-|egged pots,
toasting irons, and spits was at one side, its brick oven
beside it. But a very nodemrange and sink faced it.

In the center of the roomwas a |large table, while along
the far wall were closed cupboards. Save for its size and
14
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the novelty of the fireplace, it was an ordi nary Kkitchen,
conpl ete to red-checked curtains at the wi ndows. Pl easant
and honey, Val thought rather wistfully. But that was
before the com ng of that night when R cky wal ked in the
garden and he heard sonething stir in the Long Hal |l —

whi ch shoul d have been enpty—

"Val! Rupert!" A cry which started valiantly becane a
wail as it echoed through enpty roons. "Were are
yo-o-ou!"

"Here, in the kitchen," Val shouted back
A nmoment | ater Ricky stood in the doorway, her face
flushed and her usually correct curls all on end.

"Mean, selfish, utterly selfish pigs!" she burst out.
"Leaving ne all alone in the dark! And it's so dark!"
"We just went down to turn on the lights!" Val began

"So | see." Wth a sniff she | ooked about her. "It took
two of you to do that. But it only required one of me to
make three beds. Well, this is a warning to me. Next
time— shydid not finish her threat. "I suppose you want
some supper?”

Rupert was already at the cupboards. "That,'' he agreed,
"is the general idea."
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"Beans or— Ricky's hand closed upon Val's armwth
a nipper-like grip. "What," her voice was a thin thread of
sound, "was that?"

Above the steady beat of the rain they heard a noise
whi ch was half scratch, half thud. Under Rupert's hand the
| atch of the cupboard clicked.

"Back door," he said laconically.

15

Andr 6 Norton

"Well. why don't you open it?" Ricky's fingers bit
tighter so that Val longed to twi st out of her grip.
The key grated in the lock and then Rupert shot back the

acconpanyi ng bolt.
"Somet hing's there," breathed Ricky.

"Probably nothing but a branch bl own agai nst the door
by the wind," Val assured her, renenbering the tangled

state of the garden.
The door cane back, letting in a douche of cold rain and

a bl ack shadow which | eaped for the security of the center
of die room
"Look!" Ricky | aughed unsteadily and rel eased Val's

arm
In the center of the neat kitchen, spitting angrily at the

wet, stood a ruffled and oversi zed bl ack tomcat.
16
2
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"Nice of you to drop in, old man," comented Rupert

dryly as he shut the door. "But didn't anyone ever nen-
tion to you that gentlenmen wi pe their feet before entering
strange houses?" He surveyed a |line of wet paw prints
across the brick floor.

"Did he get all wet, the poor little— Ri cky was on her
knees, stretching out her hand and positively cooing. The
cat put down the paw he had been |icking and regarded her
calmy out of round, yellow eyes. Then he reluned to his
washi ng. Val | aughed.

"Evidently he is used to the strong, silent type of
human, Ricky. | wonder where he bel ongs."
17
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"He belongs to us now. Yes himdoes, doesn't hinP"
She attenpted to touch the visitor's head. Hi s ears went
back and he showed sharp teeth in no uncertain manner

"Better let himalone," advised Rupert. "He doesn't
seemto be the kind you can cuddle."

"So | see." Ricky arose to her feet with an of fended

air. "One would think that | resenbled the nore repul sive
menbers of ny race."

"In the nmeantine," Rupert again sought the cupboard,

"let's eat."
Hal f an hour later, fed and well content (even Satan, as

the Ral estones had naned their visitor because of his

tenper anent, havi ng condescended to accept sone of the
better-done bits of bacon), they sat about the table staring
at the dishes. Now it is a very well-known fact that dishes
do not obligingly leap froma table into a pan of well-
soaped water, slosh thenselves around a few times, and

junp out to do a spot of brisk rubbing down. But how nice

it would be if they did, thought Val

"The di shes— began Ricky in a faint sort of way.
"Must be done. We gather that. How utterly nasty
bacon grease | ooks when it's congeal ed." Her younger
brot her surveyed the platter before himw th mournfu

i nterest.
"And the question before the house is, | presuneg,

who's going to wash then?" Rupert grinned. "This seens

to be as good a tinme as any to put sone sort of a working
plan in force. There is a certain anount of so-called house-
wor k which has to be done. And there are three of us to do
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it. It's up to us to apportion it fairly. Shall we say, |et
everyone care for his or her own room-

"There are also die little matters of washing, and ironing,
and cleaning," Ricky broke in to rem nd him

"And we're down to fifty a nonth in hard cash. But the
tenant fanner on nme other side of the bayou is to supply us
with fresh fruit and vegetables. And our wardrobes are
fairly intact. So | think mat we can afford to hire the
washi ng done. We'll take turns cooki ng—

"Who's elected to do the poisoning first?" Val inquired
with interest. "I trust we possess a good cook-book?"

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (12 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:37 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

"Well, 1'll take breakfast tonorrow norning," Rupert
vol unt eered. "Anyone can boil coffee and toast bread. As
for dishes, we'll all pitch in together. And suppose we

start right now "

When the di shes were back again in their neat piles on
the cupboard shel ves, Ricky vani shed upstairs, to cone
trailing down again in a house-coat which she fondly
i magi ned made her ook |ike one of the better-known
screen sirens. The famly gathered in an aim ess way
before the enpty fireplace of the Long Hall. Rupert was

filling a black pipe which allowed himto resenbl e—n
very slight degree, decided Val —an explorer in an English
tobacco advertisenent. Val hinself was stretched full Iength

on the couch with about ten pounds of cat attenpting to
rest on his center section in spite of his firmrefusal to

al l ow t he sane.

"Br-r-r!" Ricky shivered. "It's cold in here."
"Probably just Uncle Rick passing through—not the

weat her. No, cat, you may not sit on that stonmach. It's just
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as full of bacon as yours is and it wants a nice long rest."
Val swept Satan off to the floor and he resignedly went to
roost by die boy's feet in spite of the beguiling noises

Ri cky made to attract his attention

"These stone houses are cold." Rupert scratched a

mat ch on the sole of his shoe. "W ought to have fl ooring
put down over this stone paving. | saw sone wood stacked
up in an outhouse when 1 put ne car away. We'll have it
in tomonow and see what we can do about a fire in the

eveni ng."
"And | thought the South was always warm" Ri cky

exam ned her hands.' '\Woever,'' she remarked pl easantly,
"took ny hand lotion better return it. The consequences

m ght not be very attractive."
"Are you sure you packed it this norning?" Val asked.

"But of = Her fingers went to her nouth. "1 wonder
if | did? I've just got to have sone. W'll| drive to town

tomorrow and get a bottle.”
"Thirty mles or so for one bottle of gooey stuff," Val
pr ot est ed.

"Good idea." Rupert stood with his back to ne fire-
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place as if there really were a flanme or two within its black

enptiness. "l've sone papers mat LeReur wants to see
Then there're our boxes at the freight station to arrange
transportation for, and we'll have to see about getting a

newspaper and—
"Make a list,” murnured his brother

Rupert dropped down upon the wide armof Ricky's
chair and with her only too willing aid set to work. Va
eyed themdrowsily. Rupert and R cky—er to give her her

20
RALESTONE LUCK

very formal name in full —Ri chanda Anne, were "Red"

Ral est ones, possessing the thin, three-conered faces, the
dark mahogany hair, the sharply defined cheekbones which

had been the nmark of the fanmily as far back in history as
portraits or witten descriptions existed. The "Red"

Ral est ones were narked al so by hei ght and a suppl eness of
body and novenent. The nen had been fine swordsnen,

the | adi es noted beauties. But they were also cursed, Va

remenbered vividly, with uncertain tenpers.

Rupert had school ed hinself to the point where his

enotions were nastered by his will. But Val had seen

Ri cky enjoy full tantruns, and the |ast occasion was not so
|l ong ago that the scene had become misty in his nmenory.
Generous to the point of self-beggary, loyal to a fault, and
incurably romantic, that was a "Red" Ral estone.

Val himself was a "Bl ack" Ral estone, which was a

very different thing. They were a new growth on the

famly tree. a growth which appeared after the Ral estones
had been exiled to colonial Arerica. His black hair, his

| ong, dark face of no particular beauty marked wth straight,
bl ack brows set in a perpetual frown—that was the sign of

a "Bl ack" Ralestone. They were as strong-willed as the
"Reds," but their anger could be controlled to icy rage.

"Now that you have spent the nmonthly inconme," Va
suggested as Rupert added up a |l ong colum of ninute
figures scraw ed across the first page of his pocket note-

book, "let's really get away from econonics for one
eveni ng. The surroundi ngs suggest sonething nore roman-
tic than dollars and cents. After all, when did a pirate ever

show a saving disposition? Wuld the first Roderick—=
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"The Roderick who brought honme the Luck?" Ricky
| aughed. "But he brought hone a fortune, too, didn't he,

Rupert ?"
Her brother relit his pipe. "Yes, but a great many |ords
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came home fromthe Crusades with their pockets filled. Sir
Roderick de la Stone thought the Luck worth his entire

estate even after he was nmade Baron Ral estone.”
Ri cky shivered delicately. "Not altogether nice people,

t hose ancestors of ours," she observed.

"No," Val grinned. "By rights this roomshould be ful

of ghosts instead of the beat of just one. How many
Ral est ones died violently? Seven or eight, wasn't it?"
"But the ones who died in England should haunt Lone,"

argued Ricky, half seriously.

"Well then, that sort of confines us to the crews of the
shi ps our great-great-great-grandfather scuttled,"” her brother
replied.

"Rupert," Ricky turned and asked impul sively, "do

you really believe in the Luck?"

Rupert | ooked up at the enpty niche. "I don't know—
No, | don't. Not the way that Roderick and Ri chard and all
the rest did. But sonething that has seven hundred years of

hi story behind it—that neans a lot."

'Then did he take up ye sword fashi oned by ye devil -
ish art of ye East fromtwo fine blades found in ye
tomb,' " Val quoted fromthe record of Brother Anselm
the friar who had acconpani ed Sir Roderick on his
crusadi ng. "Do you suppose that that part's true? Could
the Luck have been nmade fromtwo other swords found in

an old tonb?"
22
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"Not inpossible. The Saracens were naster netal
wor kers. Look at the Damascus bl ades. "

"It all sounds like a fairy-tale," comented Ri cky. "A
sword with magi c powers beaten out of two other swords
found in a tonb. And the whol e thing done under the
direction of an Arab astrol oger,"”

"You've got to adnmit," broke in Val, "that Sir Roder-
ick had luck after it was given to him He cane hone a
weal thy man and he died a Baron. And his descendants
even survived the Wars of the Roses when four-fifths of
the great English famlies were w ped out."

"And fortune continued to smle,"

Rupert took up
‘until a certain wild Ml es Ral estone staked

the story,
the Luck of his house on the turn of a card—and | ost.
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"0-0-oh!" Ricky squirmed forward in her chair. "Now
cones the pirate. Tell us that, Rupert."”

"You know the story by heart now, " he objected.

"W never heard it here, where some of it really
happened. Tell it, please, Rupert!"

"I'n your second chil dhood?" he asked.

"Not out of nmy first yet,'
"Pretty please, Rupert.'

she answered pronptly.

"Ml es Ral estone, Marquess of Lone," he began, "rode

with Prince Rupert of the Rhine. He was a notorious
ganbler, a loose liver, and a cynic. And he even threw t he
famly Luck across the gamng table."

"The Luck went fromhimwho did it no honor,'
Val repeated slowy. "I read that in that old letter anong
your papers, Rupert."

"Yes, the Luck went fromhim He survived Marston
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Moor; he survived the death of his royal nmaster, Charles
the First, on the scaffold. He lived | ong enough to witness
the return of the Stuarts to England. But the Luck was
gone, and with it the good fortune of his line. Rupert, his
son, was but a penniless hanger-on at the royal court; the

manor of Lone a fire-gutted w eckage

"Rupert followed Janes Stuart from Engl and when

that nmonarch became a fugitive to escape the wath of his
subj ects. And the Marquess of Lone sank to the role of
pot - house bully in the back | anes of Paris.”

"And then?" pronpted Val

"And then a niracle occurred. Rupert was enpl oyed by

his master on a secret mssion to London, and there the
Luck canme again into his hands. Perhaps by nurder. But

he died m serably enough of a heavy cold got by Iying in a

ditch to escape Dutch Wlliams soldiers,™

"So is this perilous Luck cone again into our hands.
Then did | persevere to nend the fortunes of ny house.'
That's what Rupert's son Richard wote about the Luck,"

Ricky recalled. "Richard, ne first pirate."

"He did a good job of fortune nending," comented

Val dryly. "Married one of the wealthiest of the French
king's wards and sailed for the French West Indies all in a
fortnight. Turned pirate with die approval of the French
and took to lifting the cargoes of other pirates."”
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"I''"ll bet that mpst of his success was due to the Lady

Ri chanda, " observed Ricky. "She sailed with himdressed
in man's clothes. Renenber that miniature of her that we
saw in New York, the one in the museun? Al me 'Black
Ral est ones are supposed to | ook |ike her. Hear that, Val?"
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"At least it was the Lady R chanda who persuaded her

husband to settle ashore," said Rupert. "She was person-
ally acquainted with Bienville and Iberville who were
proposing to rule the Mssissippi valley for France by
building a city near the nouth of the river. And 'Bl ack
Dick,' the pirate, obtained a grant of land |ying al ong Lake
Borgne and this bayou. Although the city was not begun

until 1724, this house was started in 1710 by workmnen

i mported from Engl and.

"The-house of an exile," Rupert continued slowy.

"Ri chard Ral estone was born in England, but he left there

in his tenth year. In spite of the price on his head, he crept
back to Devon in 1709 to see Lone for the last tinme. And

it was fromthe rude sketches he nmade of ruined Lone that
Pirate's Haven was pl anned."

"Wy, we saw those sketches!" Ricky's eyes shone
with excitenent. "Do you renenber, Val?"

Her brother nodded. "Mist have cost himplenty to do

it," he replied. "Richard had an i mense personal fortune
of his own gained frompiracy, and he spared no expense

in building. The larger part of the stone in these walls was
brought straight from Europe, just as they |later brought
the paving bl ocks for the streets of New Ol eans. \Wen he
had done—and the place was five years a-buildi ng because
of Indian troubles and other disturbances—he settled down
to live in feudal state. Sonme of his forner seanen rallied
around himas a guard, and he inported blacks fromthe
islands to work his indigo fields.

"The fam |y continued to prosper through both French
and Spani sh domi nation until the tine of Anerican rule.”
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"Now for Uncle Rick." Ricky settled herself with a
wiggle. "This is even nore exciting than Pirate Dick."

"I'n the year 1788, the tinme of the great fire which
destroyed over half of New Ol eans, twin boys were bom

at Pirate's Haven. They cane into their heritage early, for
their parents died of yellow fever when the twins were stil

smal | chil dren.
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"Those were restless tinmes. New Ol eans was full of
refugees. From Haiti, where the revolting bl acks were
holding a reign of terror, and from France, where to be a
noble was to be a dead one, cane hundreds. Even nmem

bers of the royal house, the Due d' Orieans and his brother,
me Due de Montpensier, cane for a space in 1798.

"The city had al ways been nore or |less | awl ess and
intolerant of control. Like the New Engl anders of the
ei ghteenth century, many respected nerchants were al so

smuggl ers. "

"And pirates," suggested Val

"The king of snugglers was Jean Lafitte. H s forge—

where his sl aves shaped the wought-iron which was one of
the wonders of the city—was a fashi onabl e neeting-pl ace

for the young bl oods. He was the height of wit and fashi on—
daring openly to placard the walls of the towmn with his

noti ces of snugglers' sales.
"And Roderick Ral estone, the younger of the twi ns,

becane one of Lafitte's nmen. In spite of the renonstrances
of his brother Richard, young Rick withdrew to Barataria
wi th Domi ni que You and the rest of the outl awed captai ns.
"I'n the winter of 1814 matters cane to a head. Richard
wanted to marry an American girl, the daughter of one of
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CGovernor O aiborne's friends. Her father told himvery

poi ntedly that since the owners of Pirate's Haven seened
to be indulging in | aw breaki ng, such a marri age was out
of the question. Aroused, Richard nmade a secret inspection
of certain underground storehouses which had been built by
his pirate great-grandfather and discovered that Rich had
put themin use again for the very same purpose for which
they had been first intended—the storing of |oot.

"He waited there for his brother, determ ned to have it
deci ded once and for all. They quarreled bitterly. Both
wer e young, both had bad tanpers, and each saw his side
as the right of the matter—

"Regul ar Ral estones, weren't they?" conmented Va
slyly.

"Undoubtedly," agreed Rupert. "Well, at last Richard
started for the house, his brother in pursuit.

"Then they fought, here in this very hall. And not with
words this tine, but with the rapiers R chard had brought
back from France. A slave named Fal esse, who had been

the twins' childhood nurse was the only witness to the end
of that duel. Richard |ay face down across the hearthstone
as she cane screaning down the stairs."

Ri cky was studying the gray stone.
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"By rights,"” Val agreed with her unspoken thought,
"there ought to be a stain there. Unfortunately for romance,
there isn't."

"Ri ck was standing by the door," Rupert continued.
"When Fal esse reached his brother, he | aughed unsteadily
and half raised his sword in a duelist's salute. Then he was
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gone. But there were two swords on the floor. And that

ni che was enpty.

"When he fled into the night stormwith his brother's

bl ood staining his hands. Rich Ral estone took the Luck of
his house with him

"After alnost a year of invalidism Richard recovered.

He never married his American beauty. But in 1819 he

took a wife, a young Creole | ady wi dowed by the Battle of
New Orl eans. O Rick nothing was heard agai n, although

his brother searched diligently for nore than thirty years."

"How," Val grinned at his brother, "did R chard ex-
plain the little matter of the ghost which is supposed to

wal k at ni ght?"
"l don't know. But when the Cvil War broke out,

Richard's son Mles was the naster of Pirate's Haven. The
once-great fortune of the fam |y had shrunk. Business
| osses in the city, floods, a disaster at sea, had enptied the

famly purse—
"The Luck getting in its dirty work by renote control,"

supplied the irrepressible Val.

"Perhaps. Young Mles had married in his teens, and
the call to the Confederate col ors brought both his twin
sons under arnms as well as their father.

"Mles, the father, fell in the First Battle of Bull Run.
But Mles, the son and elder of the twins, a |lieutenant of
cavalry, cane out of the war the only surviving nale of his

famly.
"H s brother R chard had been wounded and was home

on sick | eave when the Northerners occupi ed New Ol eans.
Betrayed by one of his former slaves, a nulatto who bore
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a grudge against the famly, he was nmurdered by a gang of
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bullies and cutthroats who had foll owed the invading arny.

"Ri chard had been warned of their raid and had man-
aged to hide the famly valuables in a secret place—
sonmewhere within this very hall, according to tradition."

Val and Ri cky sat up and | ooked about w th wondering
interest.

"But Richard was shot down in cold bl ood when he

refused to reveal the hiding-place. His brother and sone
scouts, operating south without orders, arrived just in tine
to witness the last act. MIles Ralestone and his nmen sum
marily shot the murderers. But where Richard had so
carefully concealed the last of ne famly treasure was

never di scover ed.

"The war beggared the Ral estones. MIles went north in

search of better luck, and this place was allowed to nol der
until it was leased in 1879 to a sugar baron. In 1895 it was
turned over to a famly distantly connected with ours. And
since then it has been | eased. W have had in all four

tenants."

"But," Ricky broke in, "since the Luck went we have
not prospered. And until it returns—

Rupert tapped out his pipe against one of the fire irons.
"It's nothing but a folk-tale," he told her.

"I't isn't!" Ricky contradicted himvehenently. "And
we' ve nade a good begi nni ng anyway. \WW've cone back."

"If Rick took the Luck with him | don't see how we
have an earthly chance of finding it again," Val comented.

"I't cane back once before after it had gone fromus,"
29
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reminded his sister. "And | think that it will again. At

least I'll hope so."
"Qutside of the superstition, it would be well worth

havi ng. The nanmes of the heads and heirs of the house are
all engraved along the blade, from Sir Roderick on down.
Seven hundred years of history scratched on steel." Rupert
stretched and then glanced at his wist-watch. "Ten to ten,
and we've had a long day. Wio's for bed?"

"I am for one." Val swung his feet down fromthe
couch, disturbing Satan who opened one yell ow eye | azily.

Ri cky stood by the fireplace fingering the weath of stiff
flowers carved in the stone. Val took her by the arm

"No use wondering which one you push to reveal the

treasure,"” he told her.
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She | ooked up startled. "How did you know what | was
t hi nki ng about ?" she demanded.

"My lady, your thoughts, like little white birds—
"Ch, go to bed, Val. Wen you get poetical 1 know you

need sl eep. Just the sane," she hesitated with one foot on
the first tread of the stair, "I wonder."
3

THE RALESTONES ENTERTAI N
AN UNOCBTRUSI VE VI SI TOR

Val lay trapped in an underground cavern, chained to the
floor. An unseen nonster was creeping up his prostrate
body. He could feel its hot breath on his cheek. Wth a

m ghty effort he broke his bonds and threw out his arns in
an attenpt to fight off his tornmentor.

The norning sun was warm across his pillow, nmaking
himblink. On his chest stood Satan, kneading the bed-
clothes with his front paws and purring gently. Fromthe
open wi ndow cane a fresh, rain-washed breeze.

Havi ng aroused the sl eeper, Satan deserted his post to
hang hal f-way out the w ndow, intent upon the housekeep-
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ing arrangenments of several birds who had built in the
hedges bel ow. A nmonent |ater Val el bowed himaside to

| ook out upon the norning.
It was a fine one. Wsps of mst fromdie bayou stil

hung about the | ower garden, but the sun had already dried
the brick-paved paths. A bee bl undered past Val's nose,
and he realized that it mght be well to close the screen

hangi ng shutter-Iike outside.
Fromthe direction of the hidden water cane the faint

putt-putt of a notor-boat, but inside Pirate's Haven nere
was utter silence. As yet the rest of the famly were not
abroad. Val dropped his pajanmas in a huddl e by the bed

and dressed leisurely, feeling very nuch at peace with this
new worl d. Perhaps that was the last time he was to feel so
for many days to cone. He stole cautiously out of his

room and tiptoed down halls and dark stairs, wanting to be
al one while he discovered Pirate's Haven for hinself.

The Long Hall | ooked chilly and bl eak, even though

pat ches of sunlight were fighting the usual gloom OCh the
hearthstone lay a scrap of white, doubtless Ricky's
handkerchi ef. Val flung open the front door and stepped
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out on the terrace, drawi ng deep |ungfuls of the norning
air. The bl ossons on the nom ng-glory vines which

wr eat hed the edge of the terrace were open to the sun,

and the birds sang in the bushes bel ow. Satan streaked by
and di sappeared into the tangle. It was suddenly very good
to be alive. The boy stretched |uxuriously and started to
expl ore, choosing the nearest of the crazy, wandering
pat hs whi ch began at the circle of the old carriage drive.
Here was evidence of last night's storm Wsps of Span-
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ish noss, torn fromthe great |ive-oaks of the avenue and
| ooking like tufts of coarse gray horsehair, lay in water-
| ogged nmats here and there. And in the open places, the
grass, beaten flat, was just beginning to rise again.

A rabbit scuttled across the path as it went down four
steps of broken stone into a sort of glen. Here sone early
owner of the plantation had made an irregul ar pool of
stone to be fed by the trickle of a tiny spring. Frogs the
si ze of postage-stanps | eaped panic-stricken for the water
when Val's shadow fell across its rim A |eaden statue of
the boy Pan danced joyously on a pedestal above. Ricky
woul d I ove this, thought her brother as he dabbled his
fingers in the chill water trying to catch the stem of the

singk lily bud.

Qut of nowhere cane a turtle to slide into the depths of
the pool. .The sun was very warm across Val's bowed

shoul ders. He |iked the garden, liked the plantation, even
i ked the circunstances whi ch had brought themthere.
Lazily he arose and turned.

By the steps down which he had come stood a slight

figure in a faded flannel shirt and nud-streaked overalls.
Hi s bare brown feet gripped the stones as if to get purchase
for instant flight.

"Hello," Val said questioningly.

The new coner eyed young Ral estone warily and then
his gaze shifted to the bushes beyond.

"I'm Val Ralestone." Val held out his hand. To his

astoni shnment the stranger's nobile lips twisted in a snarl
and he edged crabwi se toward the bushes bordering the

gl en.
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"Who are you?" Val dermanded sharply.
"Ah has got as much right heah as yo' all," the boy
answered angrily. And with that he turned and slipped into

a path at the far end of the glen

Aroused, Val hurried after himto reach the bayou
| evee. The quarry was already in mdstream w el ding an
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efficient canoe paddle. On inpulse Val shouted after him
but he never turned. Arifle lay across his knees and there
were some rusty traps in the bottomof the flinmsy canoe.
Then Val remenbered that Pirate's Haven |lay upon the

fringe of the nmuskrat swanps where Cajun and Anerican
squatters still carried on the fur trade of their ancestors.

But as Val stood speeding the departure of the uninvited
guest, another canoe put off fromthe opposite shore of the
bayou and cane sw ngi ng across toward the rough wooden

| andi ng whi ch served the plantation. A round brown face
grinned up at Val as a powerful black clambered ashore.

"Yo' all up at de big house now?" he asked cheerily as

he cane up.
"If you nmean the Ral estones, why, we got here | ast
ni ght," Val answered.

"You is Mstuh Ral estone, sun?" He took off his w de-
brimed straw hat and twisted it in his oversized hands.

"I"'m Val erius Ral estone. My brother Rupert is the

owner."
"Well, Mstuh Ral estone, suh, |I'mde fahmah from
‘cross water. M stuh LeFleah, says yo'all is come to live

heah agin. So man wonan, she says 1 should see if de
fanmbly be heah yet and does want anythin'. Lucy, she's
livin' heah, and her manmy and pappy, and her pappy's
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manmy and pappy, has bin heah since befo' old Massa
Ral est one gone 'way. So Lucy, she jest nachely oneasy
"bout yo'all not gettin' things confo' ble."

"That is kind of her," Val answered heartily. "My
brot her said sonething | ast night about wanting to see you
today, so if you'll conme up to the house—=

"l be Sam M stuh Ral estone, suh. Wrk heah quite a
spel | now.'

"By the way," Val asked as they went up toward the
house, "did you see that boy in the canoe goi ng down-
stream as you crossed? | found himin the garden and the
only answer he would, give to ny questions was that he
had as much right there as | had. Wwo is he?"

The wide snmile faded from Sam s face. "M stuh

Ral est one, suh, effen any no-'count trash cones 'round

heah agin, you bettah jest call de police. Nothin' but poah
white trash livin' down in de swanp places cone to stea
what evah dey |l ay han' on. Was dis boy big |ike you w'

bl ack hair an' a thin face?"

"Yes."
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"Dat's de Jeens boy. He ain't got no kinfolk, lives jest

like awil'" man with ali'l huntin' an' a big lot stealin'. He
talk big. Say he belongs in de big house, not wth swanmp
folks. But jest pay no 'tenshun to hi m nohow. "

"Val! Val Ral estone! Were are you?" Ricky's voice
sounded cl ear through the norning air.

"Comi ng!" he shouted back

"Wl l, make it snappy!" she shrilled. "The toast has
been burnt tw ce and—= But what further catastrophe had
occurred her brother could not hear.
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"You wants to git to de back do', M stuh Ral estone?
Dere's a sho't-cut 'cross here." Samturned into a side

pat h and Val foll owed.
Ri cky was at die stove gingerly shifting a coffee-pot as

her brother stepped into the kitchen. "Wl l," she snapped
as he entered, "it's about tinme you were showi ng up. |'ve
sinmply cracked my voice trying to call you, and Rupert's
been tal ki ng about having the bayou dragged or sonething

of the kind. Where have you been, anyway?"

"CGetting acquainted with our neighbors. Ricky," he

called her attention to the smling face just outside the
door, "this is Sam He runs me home farmfor us. And his
wife is a descendant of the Ral estone house fol ks."

"Yassuh, dat's right. W's Ral estone folks. Mss
' Chanda. Mah Lucy sen' ne to fin' out what yo'all is
a-needin' done 'bout de place. She was in yisteday afo’

yo'all come to do dustin' an' sich—=

"So that's why everything was so clean! That was nice
ot her—=

"Yo'all is Ralestones, Mss 'Chanda. An' Lucy say dat

any Ral estones are a-goin' to fin" things jest ready when
dey cone." He beaned upon them proudly. "Lucy, she

a-goin' be heah jest as soon as she gits de chillens set for
de day. | come fust so's | kin see what M stuh Ral estone

done wan' done for rivah field."
"Where is Rupert?" Val broke in.
"Went out to see about the car. The stormlast night

wr ecked the door of ne carriage house—=

"That so?" Sami s eyes went round. "Den | bettah be
a-gittin' out to see 'bout that. Scuse nme, sub. 'Scuse ne,
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Mss 'Chanda."” Wth a jerk of his head he left them Va
turned to Ricky.

"W seemto have fallen into good hands."
"It's ny guess that his Lucy is a rmanager. He just does

what she tells himto. | wonder how he knew ny name?"
"LeReur probably told themall about us."

"Isn't it odd— she turned off the gas, " 'Ral estone

folks." "

"Loyalty to the Big House," her brother answered slowy.
"I never thought that it really existed out of books."

"I't makes me feel positively feudal. Val, | was bom

about a hundred years too late. I'd like to have been the
m stress here when | could have ridden out in a victoria
behind two mat ched bays, with a coachman and a f oot nman

up in front and my nmaid on the little seat facing me."

"And with a Dal mati an coach-hound runni ng behi nd

and at | east three-fourths of the young bl oods of the neigh-
bor hood as a nmounted escort. | know. But those days are
gone forever. Wich | eads nme to anot her subject. Wat are
we going to do today?"

"The dishes, for one thing," Ricky began ticking the
itens off on her fingers, "and then the beds. This after-
noon Rupert wants us—that is, you and ne—to drive to
town and do some errands."

"Ch, yes, the list you two nade out |ast night. Well,
now that that's all settled, suppose we have some breakfast.
Has Rupert been fed or is he thinking of going on a diet?"

"He'll be in—

"Said she with perfect faith. Al of which does not
satisfy the pangs of hunger."
37
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"Where's Lovey?"

"I'f you are using that sickening nanme to refer to Satan—
he' s out-hunting, probably. The last | saw of him he was
shooting head first for a sort of bird apartnment house over
to the left of the front door. Here's Rupert. Now naybe

we may eat."

"I'"ve got sonmething to tell you," hissed Ricky as the

m ssing nenber of the clan banged the screen door behind
him Having so aroused Val's curiosity, she denurely
went around the table to pour the coffee.

"How s the carriage house?" Val asked.
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"Sam thinks he can fix it with some of mat |unber piled
out back of the old snoke-house." Rupert reached for a
pi ece of toast. "What do you think of our famly retainer?

"Seens a good chap."

"LeFl eur says one of the best. Possesses a spark of
anbition and is really trying to nake a go of the farm
which is nore than nost do around here. His wife, by al
accounts, is a wonder. Used to be the cook-housekeeper

here when the Rafaels had the place. LeFleur still talks
about the two neals he ate here then. Samtells nme that she
is plannii”™ to take us in hand."

"But we can't afford— began Ri cky.

"l gathered that noney does not cone into the question
The lady is rather strong-willed. So, Ricky," he |aughed,
"we'll leave you two to fight it out. But Lucy rmay be able

to find us a | aundress. "

"VWich rem nds me," Ricky took a crumpled piece of
white cloth fromher pocket, "if this is yours, Rupert, you
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deserve to do your own washing. | don't know what
you've got on it; looks like oil."

He took it fromher and strai ghtened out a handkerchi ef.

"Not guilty this tine. Ask little brother here." He
passed over the dirty linen square. It was plain white—er
it had been white before three Iarge bl ack spl otches had
colored it—without an initial or colored edge.

"I think he's prevaricating, Ricky," Val protested. "This

isn't mne. |"'mdown to one thin dozen and those are the
ones you gave ne last Christmas. They have. ny initials
on."

Ri cky took back the disputed square. "That's funny. It
certainly isn't mine. |I'msure one of you nmust be m staken

"Why?" asked Rupert.

"Because | found it on the hearth-stone in the hall this
morning. It wasn't there | ast night or one of us would have
seen it and picked it lip, 'cause it was right there in plain
sight.”

"Sure it isn't yours, Val?"
He shook his head. "Positive."

"Queer," nmurnmured Rupert and .reached for it again.
"It's a good quality of linen and it's al nbost new. " He
held it to his nose. "That's oil on it. But how=2"

"1 wonder— Val nused
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"What do you know?" asked Ri cky.

"Wel | —Onh, it isn't possible. He wouldn't carry a
handkerchi ef,” her brother said half to hinself.

"Who woul dn't?" asked Rupert. Then Val told them of
his nmeeting with the boy Jeens and what Sam had had to
say of him
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"Don't know whether | exactly like this." Rupert folded
the nysterious square of stained linen. "As you say, Val,
a boy like that would hardly carry a handkerchi ef. Al so,

you met himin the garden, while—=
"The person who left that was in this house |last night!"

finished Ricky. "And I don't like that!"
"The door was | ocked and bolted when | cane down

this norning," Val observed.
Rupert nodded. "Yes, | distinctly renenber doing that

before | went up to bed. But when | was going around the
house this morning | discovered that there are French
doors opening fromthe old ball-roomto the terrace, and
didn't inspect their fastening |last night."

"But who would want to cone in here? There are no
val uabl es left except furniture. And it would take three or
four men and a truck to collect that. | don't see what he

was after," puzzled Ricky.

Rupert arose fromthe table. "W have, it seenms, a

mystery on our hands. If you want to anuse yoursel ves,

my children, here's the first clue. 1've got to get back to
the carriage house and ny | abors there.”

He dropped the handkerchief on the table and left.

Ri cky reached for the "clue." "AMully casual about it,

isn't he?" she said. "Just the sane, | believe that this is a
clue and I know what our visitor was after, too," she

finished triunphantly.

"What ?"
"The treasure R chard Ral estone hid when the Yankee

rai ders cane."
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"Well, if our unknown visitor has as little in the way of
clues as we have, he'll be along tine finding it."

"And we're going to beat himto it! It's sonewhere in
the Hall, and the secret—=
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"See here," Val interrupted her, "what were you about
to tell ne when Rupert cane in?"

She put the handkerchief in the breast pocket of her
sport dress, buttoning the flap over it.

"Rupert's got a secret."
"What ki nd?"

"It has to do with those two brief-cases of his. You
know, the ones he was so particular about all the way
down here?"

Val nodded. Those bul ging brief-cases had apparently
contai ned the dearest of his roving brother's possessions,
judging fromthe way Rupert had fussed if they were a
second out of his sight.

"This norning when | came downstairs," Ricky con-

tinued, "he was sneaking theminto that little side room
of f the dining-roomcorridor, the one which used to be the
old plantation office. And when he came out and saw me
standing there, he deliberately turned around and | ocked
me door!"

"Whew! " Val comment ed

"Yes, | felt mat way too. So | sinply asked hi m what

he was doi ng and he nade sone silly remark about

Bl uebeard' s chanber. He nmeans to keep his old secret,
too, 'cause he put the key on his keyring when he didn't
know I was watching him"

"This is not the place for a rest cure,"” her brother
41
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observed as he started to scrape and stack the dishes.
"First sonmeone unknown | eaves his handkerchief for a
calling card and then Rupert goes Fu Manchu on us. To
say nothing of the rugged and unfriendly son of the soi
whom | found bunpi ng around the garden where he had

no business to be."

"What was he |ike anyway?" asked his sister as she
di pped soap flakes into the dish-water with a |iberal hand.

"Ch, thin, and awfully brown. But not bad looking if it
weren't for his nouth and that scowl of his. And he very
distinctly doesn't |ike us. About ny build, but quicker on
his feet, tough looking. | wouldn't care to try to stop him
doi ng anyt hing he wanted to do."

"My dear, are you describing dark Gabl e or soneone
you net in our garden this norning?" she denmanded

sweet | y.

"Very well,"” Val retorted huffily into the depths of the
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oat meal pan he was wi ping, "you catch himnext time."
"I will," was her serene answer as she wung out the

di sh-cl ot h.
They went on to the upstairs work and Val received his

first lesson in the art of bed-making under his sister's
extremely critical tuition. It seened that corners must be
square and that dreadful things were likely to happen when
wri nkl es were not snoothed out. This exercise |led them
natural ly to unpacking the renai nder of the hand baggage
and putting things away. It was after ten before Val came
downstai rs crab-fashion, w ping off each step behind him
as he came with one of Ricky's three dust-cloths.

He paused on the landing to pull back the tapestry
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curtain and open the wi ndows above the al cove seat, let-
ting in the freshness of the norning to rout some of the
dank chill of the hall. Kneeling there, he watched Rupert
cone around the house. His brother had shed his coat and
his sleeves were rolled up alnobst to his shoul ders. There
was a streak of black across his cheek and a large rip

al most separated the collar fromhis shirt. Although he

| ooked hot, cross, and tired, nore |like a day-|aborer than a
gentl eman pl antati on owner whose ancestors had al ways
"planted fromthe saddle," his stride had a certain buoy-
ancy which it had | acked the day before.

Wth an idea of escaping R cky by joining his brother,
Val hurried downstairs and headed kitchenward. But his
sister was there before himl ooking over a collection of
kni ves of various | engths.

"Preparing for alittle nurder or two?" Val asked
casual | y.

She junped and dropped a paring knife.

"Val, don't do that! | w sh you' d whistle or sonething
while you're wal king around in those tennis shoes. 1 can't
hear you nove. |'m|l ooking for something to cut flowers

with. There don't seemto be any scissors except mne and
I"mnot going to use those."

"Take that. Mss 'Chanda." A fat black hand npti oned
toward the paring knife.

Just within the kitchen door stood a wi de, a very wi de,

bl ack woman. Her neat print dress was stiff with starch
froma recent washing, and round gol d hoops swung proudly
fromher ears. Her black hair, straightened by nmain force
of arm had been set again in stiff, corrugated waves of
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extrene fashion, but her broad placid face was both kind
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and serene.
"I'"'m Lucy," she stated, thoroughly at her ease. "An'

this," she reached an arm behind her, pulling forth a girl
at | east ten shades lighter and thirty-five shades thinner,
"is mah sistah's onliest gal-chil', Letty-Lou. Mak' yo
mannahs, Letty. Does yo' wan' Mss 'Chanda to think yo

is a knownothin' fromth' swanmp?”

Thus sternly adnoni shed, Letty-Lou ducked her head
shyly and nurnured sonmething in a die-away voice.

"Letty-Lou," announced her aunt, "has cone to do fo
yo'all, Mss 'Chanda. | |earned her howto do fo' [ adies.
She is good at scrubbin', cleanin' an such. | done train'd

her mahse' f. "
Letty-Lou | ooked at the floor and tw sted her thin hands

behi nd her back
"But," protested Ricky, "we're not planning to have
anyone do for us, Lucy."

"That's all right. Mss 'Chanda. Yo's not gittin' a
knownot hin'. Letty-Lou, she knows her work. She kin

cook right good.'

"W can't take her," Val backed up Ricky. "You

nmust understand, Lucy, that we don't have nmuch noney
and we can't pay for—

"Pay fo'!" Lucy's indignant sniff reduced himto his
extrenely uni nportant place. "W's not talkin' 'bout pay
workin', Mstuh Ral estone. Letty-Lou don' git no pay but
her eatnents. 'Co' se, effen Mss 'Chanda wanna give her
some ol e do's now an' den, she kin tak' dem Letty-Lou
she don' hav' to git a pay-work job, her pappy make's a
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good livin'. But Mss 'Chanda ain' a-goin' to tak' keer dis
big nous' all by herself! W's Ralestone fol ks. Letty-Lou,
git on youah ap'on an' git to work."

"But we can't let her," Ricky raised her |ast protest.

"M ss 'Chanda, we's Ral estone fol ks. Mah gran' pappy

Bob was own nan to Massa Ml es Ralestone. He fit in de

wan 'l ongside o' Massa MIles. Wen de wan was done
finish'd, the two of 'em cone hone togethah. Massa

Mles call mah gran' pappy in an' say, 'Bob, yo'all is free
an' 1'se a ruinated man. Heah is fiv' dollahs gol' nopney,
which is all | got left. Yo' kin hav' youah hoss.' An' Bob,

he say, 'Cap'n M| es dese heah Yankees done said |'mfree
but nobody says | ain't a Ral estone nan. \Wat tinme does
yo' wan' breakfas' in de nornin'? Then when Massa

Mles wen' no'th to nake his fo'tune, he told Bob, 'Bob,
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|'"se leavin' dis heah house in youah keer.' An', Mss
' Chanda, we done | ook aftah Pirate's Haven evah since,
me gran' pappy, ne pappy, Saman' ne."

Ri cky held out her hand. "I'msorry, Lucy. You see,
we don't understand very well, we've been away so |long."
4

PI STOLS FOR TWO-COFFEE
FOR ONE

Val braced hinsel f agai nst the back of the convertible's
seat and struggled to hold the car to a road which was
hardly nore than a cart track. Twi ce since Ricky and he
had left Pirate's Haven they had narrow y escaped being
bogged in the mud whi ch had worked up through the thin

crust of gravel on the surface.
To the south lay the old cypress swanps, dark gl ens of

rotting wood and spraw ing vines. A spur of this unsavory
no-man's land ran close along the road, and | ooking into it
one coul d al nost believe, fancied Val, in the | egends told
by the early French explorers concerning the giant non-
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stere who were supposed to haunt the swanps and wild

| ands at the nmouth of the M ssissippi. He would not have
been surprised to see a brontosaurus peeking coyly down

at himfromtwenty feet or so of neck. It was just the sort
of place any self-respecting brontosaurus woul d have

wal | owed i n.

But at last they won free fromthat place of cold and
dank odors. Passing through Chal nette, they struck the
mai n hi ghway. Fromthen on it was sinple enough. St
Bernard Highway led into St. C aude Avenue and that

melted into North Ranpart street, one of the boundaries of

the old French city.

"Can't we go slower?" conplained Ricky. "I'd like to
see sone of the city without getting a crick in ny neck
from | ooking over ny shoul der. Watch out for St. Anne
Street. That's one conmer of Beauregarde Square, the old

Congo Square—

"Where the slaves used to dance on Sundays before the

war. | know, |'ve read just as many gui de-books as you

have. But there is such a thing as obstructing traffic. Al so
we have about a mllion and one things to do nis afternoon
We can explore later. Here we are; Bienville Avenue. No,

I will not stop so that you can see that antique store. Six
bl ocks to the right," Val rem nded hinself.

"Val , that was the Absinthe House we just passed!"
"Yes? Well, it would have been better for a certain
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ancestor of ours if he had passed it, too. That was Jean
Lafitte's headquarters at one time. Exchange Street—the
next is ours."
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They turned into Chartres Street and pulled up in the

next block at the coner of Iberville. A four-story house
coated with grayish plaster, its windows framed with faded
green shutters and its door painted the same m sty col or,
confronted them There was a tiny shop on the first floor
A weat hered sign over the door announced that Bonfils

et Cie. did business within, behind the streaked and bl ui sh
gl ass of the snmall curved w ndow panes. But what busi -
ness Bonfils and Conpany conducted was | eft entirely to
the i magi nati on of the passer-by. Val |ocked the roadster
and took from Ri cky the |Iong | egal -1o0oking envel ope which

Rupert had given themto deliver to M. LeFteur.

Ri cky was staring in a puzzled manner at ne shop when
her brother took her by die arm "Are you sure that you
have ne right place? This doesn't look |ike an office to

ne.
"W have to go around to the courtyard entrance. LeFteur
occupi es the second floor."

A snmal |l wooden door, reinforced with hinges of hand-
wrought iron, opened before them making nemfree of a
courtyard paved with flagstones. In ne center a tall tree
shaded the flower bed at its foot and threw shadows upon
the first of the steps leading to the upper floors. The
Ral estones frankly stared about them This was the first
fcouse of the French Quarter they had seen, although their
nane m ght have admitted themto several closely guarded
Creol e stronghol ds. LeFleur's house followed a pattern
common to the old city. The lower floor fronting on the
street was in use only as a shop or store-room In the early
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days each shopkeeper l|ived above his place of business
and rented the third and fourth floors to aristocrats in from
their plantations for the fashionable season

A long, narrow ell ran back fromthe main part of the

house to formone side of the courtyard. The ground fl oor

of this contained the old slave quarters and kitchens, while
the second was cut into bedroonms which had housed the

young nen of the family so that they could cone and go at
will without disturbing the nore sedate nenbers of the
househol d. These small roons were now in use as the

offices of M. LeFleur. Fromthe bal cony, running al ong
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the ell, onto which each room opened, one could | ook
down into the courtyard. It was on this balcony that the
| awyer net themw th outstretched hands after they had
given their nanes to his dark, languid young clerk

"But this is good of you!" RenC LeFl eur beaned on
theminpartially. He was a small, plunpish. round-faced

man in his early forties, who spoke in perpetual italics. H's
eyebrows, arched over-generously by Nature, gave hima

| ook of never-ending astoni shnment at the world and all its
works. But his genial smile was kindness itself. Unaccus-
tomed as Val was to sudden enthusiasns, he found hinself

i king Rene LeFl eur al nost before his hand gripped Val's.

"M ss Ralestone, it is a pleasure, a very great pleasure,
to see you here! And this," he turned to Val, "this nust
be that brother Valerius both you and M. Ral estone spoke
so nmuch of during our neeting in New York. You have
safely recovered fromthat nost unfortunate accident, M.
Ral est one? But of course, your presence here is ny answer.
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And how do you like Louisiana, Mss Ral estone?" His

eyes behind his gold-rinuned eyegl asses sparkl ed as he
tilted his head a fraction toward Ricky as if to hear the
cl earer.

"Wel | enough. Though we've seen very little of it yet,
M. LeFleur."

"When you have seen Pirate's Haven," he repli ed,
"you have seen much of Louisiana."

"But we're forgetting our manners!" exclained the

girl. "W want to thank you for everything you've done

for us. Rupert said to tell you that while he doesn't care
for beans as a rule, the beans we found in our cupboard
were very superior beans.'

M. LeFl eur hooted with |aughter like a small boy. "He
is droll, is that brother of yours. And has Sam been to
see you?"

"Sam and—tucy," answered Ricky with enphasis.
"Lucy has decided to take us in hand. She has installed
Letty-Lou over our protests.”

The little | awer nodded conpl acently. "Yes, Lucy wll
take care of you. She is a nmaster housekeeper and
cook—ah!" H's eyes rolled upward. "And M. Ral estone,
how i s he?"'

"Al'l right. He's going over the farmwith Samthis
afternoon. W were sent in his place to give you the
papers he spoke to you about."
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At Ricky's answer, Val held out the envel ope he had
carried. To their joint surprise, LeFleur pounced upon it
and withdrew to the wi ndow of the roominto which he
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had conducted them There he spread out the four sheets of
yel | owed paper which the envel ope had cont ai ned.

"VWhat were we carrying?" whispered Ricky. "Part of
Rupert's deep, dark secret?"

"No," her brother hissed back, "those are the plans of

the Pat agonian fort which were stolen fromthe Russian
Enbassy | ast Thursday by the beautiful woman spy dis-
guised with a long green beard. You know, the proper first
chapter of an international espionage thriller. You are the
dunb but beautiful newspaper reporter on the scent, and

| =

"The even dunber G nman who spends nost of his tine
running three steps ahead of Fu Chew Chow and hi s gang
of oriental denobns. In the second chapter—

But a glance at M. LeFleur's face as he turned away
fromthe window put an end to their nonsense. CGone was

his smle, his beami ng good-will toward the world. He

seemed a little tired, a trifle stooped. "Not here then," he
said slowy to hinself as he slipped the papers back into
the envel ope.

"M. Valerius," he | ooked up at the boy very seriously,
"the LeFl eurs have served the Ral estones, acting as their
men of business, for over a hundred years. W& owe your
famly a great debt. Wen young Denys LeFl eur was

shi pped over here to New Ol eans under fal se accusation

of his enemes, the first Richard Ral estone becane his
patron. He hel ped the boy sal vage sonething fromthe

wreck of the LeFleur fortunes in France to start anewin a
decent profession under tolerable surroundi ngs, when oth-
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ers of his kind died mserably as beggars on the nud fl ats.
Twi ce before have we been forced to be the bearers of ill

news, but— he shrugged, "that was in the past. This lies
in the future."

"What does?" asked Ri cky.
"It is such a tangle," he said, running his hand through

his short, gray-streaked hair. "A tangle such as | awers
are supposed to delight in. But they don't, | assure you
that they don't. Mss Ralestone. Not if they have then-
client's interest at heart. You know, of course, of the

m ssi ng Ral est one—Roderi ck?"
Ri cky and Val both nodded. M. LeFleur spread out his
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plunmp hands in a queer little gesture as if he were pushing
somet hi ng away. "This whol e unfortunate business begins
with him As far as we know today, he and his brother

were co-owners of Pirate's Haven. \Wen young Roderi ck

di sappeared, he was still part owner. Although he was
presunmed dead, he was never lawfully declared so. Pirate's
Haven was sinply assuned to be the property of your

branch of the famly."

"Qur branch of the famly?" Val echoed him "Do you
mean that sone descendant of Roderick has appeared to
put in a clainP"

"That is the problem Three days ago a man cane to

my office. He said that he is the direct descendant of
Roderi ck Ral estone and that he can produce proof of that

fact."

"And he wants his share of the estate?" asked Ricky
shrewdl y.

"Yes.'
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"He can keep on wanting," Val said shortly. "W've
nothing to give."

"There's Pirate's Haven," pointed out M. LeHeur.

"But he can't—' Ricky's hand cl osed about her brother's
wrist.

"Naturally he can't take it," Val assured her hotly.
"Pirate's Haven is ours. This looks to me |ike blackmail.

He'll threaten to stir up a lot of trouble unless we buy him
of f."

M. LeFl eur nodded. "That is perhaps the notive be-

hind it all."

"Well," Val forced a laugh, "then he | oses. W haven't

the noney to buy himoff."

"Nei t her have you the noney to fight a case through the
courts, M. Valerius," answered the | awer soberly.

"But there is sone chance, there nmust be!" urged
Ri cky.

"I submitted the full case to M. John Stanton yester-
day—M. Stanton is our local authority on cases of this
type. He has informed nme that there is a single ray of
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hope. Frankly, | find this clainmant a dubi ous person, but a
shrewd one. He knows that he has the advantage now, but
shoul d we gain the upper hand, we could, | believe, rid

ourselves of him Qur chance lies in the past. This was
first a French and then a Spani sh colony. Under both rules
the |l aw of prinogeniture sonetinmes held force. That is, an
estate passed to the eldest son of a family. Your estate was
such a one. In fact, we possess in this very office old
charters and papers which state that the property was
entailed after the European custom |f that were so, the
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courts mght declare that the elder of the twins born in
1788 was the sole owner of Pirate's Haven

"But which of the twin brothers was the elder? You wll

say at once, Richard. But your rival will say Roderick

And there is no proof. For in the spring, two nonths after
the birth of the boys, nost of the fam |y papers were
destroyed in the great fire which alnost w ped out the city
and burned the Ral estone town house. There is no birth
record in existence. | appealed to your brother to return to
me these papers which M|l es Ral estone took north with
himafter the war. You returned themtoday but there was
nothing in themof any value to this case.

"However, if you can find such proof, that Richard
Ral estone was the el der and thus the | egal heir under the
| aws of Spain, then we shall have a solid fact upon which

to base our fight."

"There is such a proof," began R cky slowy.

"What ? Where?" denmanded M. LeFl eur

"Don't you renenber, Val," she turned to him "what

Rupert said about the Luck |ast night—that the nanes of
the heirs were engraved upon its blade? We'll have to find

the Luck! We'll just have to!"

"But Roderick took the Luck with him And if it's stil
in existence, this rival will have it now " her brother

rem nded her.
"Yes, of course, 1 was forgetting— her voice trailed

off into silence and Val stared at her with a dropped jaw.
Such a qui ck change of manner was totally unlike Ricky.
"Yes," she repeated slowmy and distinctly, "1 guess we're

the | osers—
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"For Pete's sake— he began hotly and nen he saw

her hand meking furious nmotions in his direction from
behind the screen of her large purse. "Well, 1 suppose we
are in a hole." He nmanaged to nend his tone a fraction
"Rupert will probably be in to see you tonorrow, M.

LeFl eur."

"I't would be well for himto becone acquainted with

the whole matter as quickly as possible," agreed the un-
happy Creole. "You may tell M. Ralestone that | am of
course, having this claimnt thoroughly investigated. W
shall have to wait and see. Tine is a big factor,"” he
murnured as if to hinself.

Ricky smiled brightly. There was a sort of eagerness
about her, as if she were wild to be off. "Then we'll say
good-bye for the present, M. LeFieur. And nay | nention
agai n how nuch we have appreci ated your thoughtful ness?"

Ren6 LeFl eur aroused hinself. "But it was a pleasure, a
very great pleasure, Mss Ralestone. You are returning to
Pirate's Haven now?''

"Wl | = she hesitated. Mystified at what |ay behind
her unexpl ai nabl e actions, Val could only stand and listen
"W did have some errands. O course, this news—=

LeFl eur gestured widely. "But it will come all right. It
must. There are papers sonewhere."

Firmy Ricky broke away fromnore protracted farewells
As me Ral estones turned out of the courtyard into which
their host had conducted them Val matched his step with
hers.

"Wl |l ? What's the matter?" he denmmnded.

"W had an eavesdropper.'
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Val stopped short. "What do you nean?"

"I was facing the door to the bal cony. There was the
shadow of a head on the floor. Wen you spoke about

Ri ck having the sword, it went away—the shadow, |
mean. But someone had been |istening and now he knows
about the Luck and what it neans to us."

Aimng a kick at the nearest tire of the convertible, Va
regarded the mud-stained rubber noodily. "Fine nmess!"

"Yes, isn't it? And there seens to be no |oose end to

the thing," Ricky protested. "It's like holding a big tangle
of wool and being told to have it all straightened out
before night—the plot of a fairy-tale. W have so many

odd sections but no ends. There's that boy in the garden
this nmorning who said that he has as nmuch right at Pirate's
Haven as we have, and then there's that handkerchief, and
now this man who clains half ne estate—

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (37 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:37 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

"And our nysterious listener," finished her brother

"What shall we do now? Go home?"
"No. We might as well do nme errands.'

She seat ed
herself in the car. "Val —=

" YeSt)u

"l know one thing." She | eaned toward hi mand her

eyes shone green as they did when she was excited or
greatly troubled. "We aren't going to let go of our tangle
until we do find an end. W are the Ral estones of Pirate's
Haven and we are going to continue to be nme Ral estones

of Pirate's Haven."

"In spite of the enenmy? 1 agree." Val stepped on the
starter. "You know, a hundred years ago nere woul d have
been a very sinple remedy for this rival-clainmnt business."
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"What ?"

"Pistols for two—offee for one. Rupert or | would
have net himout at ne dueling oaks and nmat woul d have
been the end of him™"

"Or you. But dueling—here!"

"Very common. The finest fencing masters on the North
Anmerican continent plied their trade here. Wiy, one, Pepe
LJul a, the nost fanmpous duelist of his tine, becane the
guardi an of a cemetery just so, as gossip rumpored, he
coul d have sone place to bury his opponents.

"Then on the other hand, if dueling were too risky, we
m ght have had hi m voodooed, had we |ived back in ne
good ol d days. Paid that voodoo queen—what was her
nane? Marie sonmething or other—+to put a curse on himso
he'd juat wither away."

"And serve himright, too." Ricky stared strai ght be-

fore her. "I don't know how you feel about it, but |I'm not
going to give up Pirate's Haven without a fight. It's—t's
the first real home we've ever had. Rupert's older; he's
spent his tinme traveling and seeing the world; it may not

" nmean so nmuch to him But you and |, Val —You know

what it's been like! Schools, and spending the holidays
with aunts or in those frightful canps, never getting a
chance to be together. W can't—we just can't have this
only to lose it again. W can't!" her voice broke.

"So we won't."

"Val , when you say things like that, | can al nost
believe mem If—+f we do lose, let's stick together this
time. Prom se?" her voice lifted in an effort toward
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"I promse. After this it will be the two of us together
Do you know, |'ve never really had a chance to get
acquainted with nmy very good-1ooking sister."

She | aughed. "I can't very well curtsy while sitting

down in here, but 'thank yuh for them purty words,
stranger.' And now for the express station. Then you are
to stop at the Southeastern News Associ ati on headquarters

for sonmething of Rupert's and—

The afternoon went quickly enough. They despatched

the rest of their possessions fromthe express station to
Pirate's Haven, went on a round of niscellaneous shopping,

pi cked up a weighty box at the News Association, and

ended up at five o' clock by visiting that institution of New
Ol eans, a coffee-house. Ricky was earnestly peeking into
one of her ten or so snall bags. They had parked the car

and Val conplained that he had become a sort of packhorse,

and anyt hing but patient one.

"What if your feet do hurt,"” his sister said wearily as

she cl osed the bag and reached for another. "So do nine.
These sidewal ks feel like red-hot iron. I'Il bet |I could do
one of those fakir tricks where you're supposed to wal k

over red-hot plowshares.”
"Not only nmy feet but also ny backbone is protesting.

Whet her you have reached the end of that Anthony Adverse
of a shopping list or not, we're going honme! And what are
you | ooking for? You've opened ail those bags at |east
twi ce and dropped no less than three on the floor each

time," he snapped irritably.

"My pralines. I"'msure 1 gave themto you to carry. |'ve
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heard of New Oleans pralines all ny life, so | got sone
today and now t hey' ve di sappear ed.

"They were probably included in that |ast arm oad of
parcels | stowed in the car. Are you through?"

Ri cky | ooked into her coffee-cup. "It's enpty, so
guess | am Where is the car? I'mso lost | don't know
where we are now. "

"We left it about three bl ocks away on the sunny side of
the street," Val informed her with the relish of one who is
thoroughly tired of his present existence. "If this is your
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usual behavior on a shopping trip, Rupert may bring you
in the next time. Half an hour to choose a toothbrush-nug
in the ten-cent store!"

"For a person who spends a good fifteen m nutes match-
ing a tie and a handkerchief," sniffed R cky as she rose,
"you're in a hurry to criticize others."

"Conme on!" her brother al nbst how ed as he scooped
up the packages.

"Anyway, we won't have to get supper or wash the
di shes or anything." She pulled off her hat as she settled

herself in the car. "It's so beastly hot, but it'll be cooler at
hone. Do you suppose we could go swimring in the
bayou?"

"l don't see why not." Val guided the roadster into a
side street. "Were's that map of the city? W've got to
see how to get back on to North Ranmpart from here.”

"I''"l'l look." Ricky bent her head and so she did not see
the two figures wal king close together and so rapt in
conversation that the one on the curb side brushed agai nst
a | anp- post.
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Now j ust what, considered Val, was the sHm young

clerk fromM. LeFleur's office telling that red-faced man
in the too-snug suit? He would have |iked to have overheard
a word or two. Perhaps he had becone unduly suspici ous

but —he had his doubts.

"W turn left at the next corner,'
Val changed gears and drove on

sai d Ri cky.
THHR TENANT DI SCOVERS THE
RALESTONES

Val stood on the small ornamental bridge pitching tw gs

down into the tiny garden brook. A moody frown creased

his forehead. Under his feet lay a pair of primng-shears he
had borrowed from Samwi th die intention of doing sone-
thing about the jungle which surrounded Pirate's Haven on
three sides. That is, he had intended doi ng sonething, but
now—

"Penny for your thoughts."

"Lady," he answered disnmally wi thout turning around,
"you can have a bushel of themfor |ess than that."

"There is a neat expression which describes you beauti -
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fully at this nmonent," commented Ri cky as she canme up
besi de her brother. "Have you ever heard of a 'sour

puss' ?"
"Several tines. Oh, what's the use!" Val kicked at a

long twig. A warmw nd brought in its hold the heavy

scent of flowering bushes and trees. His shirt clung to his
shoul ders danply. It was hot even in the shade of the

oaks. Rupert had gone to town to see LeFl eur and hear the
worst, so that Pirate's Haven, save for thensel ves and

Letty-Lou, was deserted.
"Conme on." Ricky's armslid through his, "let's explore.

Thi nk of it—we've been here two whol e days and we
don't know yet what our back yard | ooks |ike. Rupert says
that our land runs clear down into the swanp. Let's go

see.
"But | was going to— He nmade a feeble beginning
toward stooping for the prinng-shears.

"Val Ral estone, nobody can work outdoors in this heat,
and you know it. Now cone on. Bring those with you and
we'll leave themin the carriage house as we pass it. You
know, " she continued as they went along the path, "the
trouble with us is that we haven't enough to do. Wat we

need is a good ol d-fashioned job."
"l thought we were going to be treasure hunters," he

prot ested | aughingly.
"That's nmerely a side-line. I'mtal king about the rea

thing, something which will pay us cash nbney on Satur-
day nights or thereabout."
"Well, we can both use a typewiter fairly satisfactorily,"

62
RALESTONE LUCK

Val offered. "But as you are the world's worst speller and
| amapt to beconme entangled in nmy comms, | can't see

us the shining lights of any efficient office. And while
we' ve had expensive educations, we haven't had practica
ones. So what do we do now?"

"W sit down and think of one thing we're really good

at doing and then—Val, what is that?" She pointed
dramatically at a nmound of brick overgrown with vines. To
their right and left stretched a row of tunble-down cabins,
some with the roofs totally gone and the doors fallen from
me hi nges.

"The ol d plantation bake oven, | should say. This nust
be what's left of the slave quarters. But where's the car-
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ri age house?"

"I't nmust be around the other side of the big house. Let's
try that direction anyway. But | think you' d better go first
and do sone chopping. This dress may be a poor thing but
it's my own and likely to be for sonme time to conme. And
short of doing a sort of snake act, | don't see how we're
going to get through there."

Val applied the shears ruthlessly to vine and bush ali ke,
glad to find something to attack. The wei ght of his depres-
sion was still upon him It was all very well for Ricky to
talk so lightly of getting a job, but tal k would never put
butter on their bread—f they could afford bread.

"You certainly have done a fine job of ruining that!"

Val surpassed Ricky's junp by a good inch. By the old
bake oven stood a wonman. A disreputable straw hat with a
ravel ed bri mwas pulled down over her untidy honey-
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colored hair and she was rolling up the sleeves of a stained
snock to bare round brown armns.

"It's very plain to the eye that you're no gardener," she
continued pleasantly. "And may | ask who you are and
what you are doing here? This place is not open to

trespassers, you know. "
"We did think we woul d explore,"” answered Ri cky

meekly. "You see, this all belongs to ny brother." She
swept her hand about in a wide circle.

"And just who is he?"
"Rupert Ral estone of Pirate's Haven."

"Good—." Their questioner's hand flew to cover her
mout h, and at the comic | ook of dismay which appeared
on her face, R cky's laugh sounded. A nonent later the

stranger joined in her mrth.
"And here 1 thought that | was being oh so helpful to an

absent | andlord,"” she chuckled. "And m s brother of yours
is nmy landlord!"
"How—=2? Why, we didn't know that."

"I'"ve rented your old overseer's house and amusing it
for my studio. By the way, introductions are in order, 1
believe. | am Charity Biglow, fromBoston as you night
guess. Only beans and the Bunker Hill Mnunment are

nore Boston than the Biglows."

"I'"'m Ri chanda Ral estone and this is my brother
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Val erius."
M ss Biglow grinned cheerfully at Val. "That won't do,
you know, too romantic by far. | once read a sword-and-

cl oak romance in which the hero answered to the nane of
Val erius."
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"I haven't a cloak nor a sword and ny friends generally
call me Val, so | hope |I'm acceptable,” he grinned back at
her .

"I ndeed you are—both of you. And what are you doing
now?"

"Trying to find a building known as the carriage house.
I"mbeginning to believe that its existence is wholly
myt hical ," Val replied

"It's over there, sinmply yards fromthe direction in

whi ch you' re headi ng. But suppose you cone and visit ne
instead. Really, as part |andlords, you should be | ooking
into the condition of your rentable property."”

She turned briskly to the left down the |ane on which
were | ocated the slave cabins and gui ded the Ral estones
along a brick-paved path into a clearing where stood a
smal | house of typical plantation style. The | ower story
was of stone with steep steps |leading to a bal cony which
ran conpl etely around the second fl oor of the house.

As they reached the bal cony she pulled off her hat and
threwit in the general direction of a cane settee. Wthout
that weck of a hat, with the curls of her | ong bob flow ng
free, she | ooked years younger.

"Make yourselves thoroughly at home. After all, this is
your house, you know. "

"But we didn't," protested Ricky. "M. LeFleur didn't
tell us a thing about you."

"Perhaps he didn't know " Charity Bi gl ow was pinning
back her curls. "I rented fromHarrison."

"Li ke the bathroom" Val murnured and | ooked up to
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find themstaring at him "Onh, | just neant that you were
anot her inprovenent that he had installed," he stamered.

M ss Bi gl ow nodded in a satisfied sort of way. "Spoken

like a true southern gentleman, though | don't think in die
ol d days that bathroonms woul d have crept into a conpli-
ment paid to a lady. Now | did have sone | enbnade—f
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you wi Il excuse ne," and she was gone into the house.
Ricky smiled. "I like our tenant," she said softly.

"You don't expect ne to disagree with that, do you?"

her brother had just tine enough to ask before their hostess
appeared again conplete with tray, glasses, and a filled
pi tcher which gave forth the refreshing sound of clinking
ice. And after her paraded an old friend of theirs, tai
proudly erect. "There's our cat!" cried Ricky.

Val snapped his fingers. "Here, Satan."

After staring round-eyed at both of them the cat crossed
casually to the settee and proceeded to sharpen his cl aws.

"Well, | like that! After | shared ny bed with the brute,
even though | didn't know it until the next norning," Va

expl oded.

"Why, where did you neet Cinders?" asked M ss Bigl ow
as she put down the tray.

"He cane to us the first night we were at Pirate's

Haven, " explained Ricky. "I thought he was a ghost or »
sonet hi ng when he scratched at the back door." !

"So that's where he was. He used to go over to the

Hansons' for neals a lot. Wen I'mworking | don't keep

very regul ar hours and he doesn't like to be negl ected, r
Cone here. Cinders, and make your manners." I
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Replying to her invitation with an insolent flirt of his
tail. Cinders, whom Val continued obstinately to regard as
"Satan," di sappeared around nme conmer of the bal cony-
Charity Biglow | ooked at them solemmly. "So obedient,"

she observed; "just like a child."

"Are you an artist, too?" Ricky asked as she put down
her gl ass.

Mss Biglows face winkled into a grimce. "My crit-

ics say not. | manage to provide daily bread and sone-
times a slice of cake by doing illustrations for action
stories. And then once in a while | |abor for the good of

my soul and try to produce sonmething ny nore charitable
friends advise nme to send to a show. "

"May—my we see sone of them-the pictures, |
mean?" inquired Ricky timdly.

"I'f you can bear it. | use the side balcony for a work-
shop in this kind of weather. |I'mworking on a picture

now, sonething nore anmbitious than | usually attenpt in
heat of this sort. But nmy nodel didn't show up this norning
so |'mat a |oose end."

She | ed them around the conmer where Satan had di sap-
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peared and pointed to a table with a sketching board at one
end, several canvases |eaning face agai nst the house, and
an easel covered with a clean strip of linen. "My workshop

Atrifle untidy, but then | aman untidy person. |I'm
expecting an order so I'mjust whiling away ny tine
wor ki ng on an idea of my own until it comes.”

Ri cky touched the strip of covering across the canvas on
the easel. "May |1?" she asked.
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"Yes. It might be a help, getting some other person's
reaction to the thing. I had a clear idea of what | wanted to
do when | started but | don't think it's turning out to be

what | planned."”
Ricky lifted off me cover. Val stared at the canvas.

"But that is he!" he exclained.
Charity Biglow turned to the boy. "And what do you

nean—
"That's the boy | saw in the garden, Ricky!"

"Is it?" She stared, fascinated, at the | ean brown face,
the untidy black hair, the bitter mouth, which their hostess
had so skilfully caught in her unfinished draw ng.

"So you've net Jeens." M ss Biglow |l ooked at Va
thoughtfully. "And what did you think of hinP"

"It's rather—what did he think of nme. He seened to
hate ne. 1 don't know why. All | ever said to himwas

"Hello." ™

"Jeens i s a queer person—

"Sam says that he is none too honest," observed Ri cky,
her attention still held by the picture.

M ss Bi gl ow shook her bead. "There is a sort of feud

bet ween the swanp people and the fanners around here.

And neither side is wholly to be believed in their estina-
tion of the other. Jeems isn't dishonest, and neither arc a
great many of the nuskrat hunters. In the early days al

ki nds of outlaws and wanted nen fled into the swanps and
lived there with the hunters. One or two desperate nen

gave the whol e of the swanp people a bad nane and it has
stuck. They are a strange fol k back there in the fur country.
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"Some are Cajuns, descendants of exiles fnmm Evan-

geline's country; some are Creoles who took to dial way of
life after the Civil War ruined them There's nany a
bar ef oot ed boy or giri of the swanps who bears a nane

that was once honored at the Court of France or Spain. And
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there are Americans of the old frontier stock who cane
down river with Andrew Jackson's arny fromthe wlds of
Tennessee and die Indian country. It's a strange m xture,
and once in a while you find a person |ike Jeens. He
speaks the uneducated jargon of his people but he reads
and writes French and English perfectly. He has studied
under Pere Armand until he has a cl assical education such
as was popul ar for Creole boys of good famly sone fifty
years ago. Pere Armand is an old man now, but he is as
good an instructor as he is a priest.

"Jeens wants to make sonething of hinself. He argues

| ogically that the swanp has undevel oped resources which
nm ght save its inhabitants fromthe grinding poverty which
is slowy destroying them And it is Jeenms' hope that he
can di scover sonme of the swanp secrets when he is fitted
by training to do so."

"Who is he?" Val asked. "lIs Jeens his first or |ast
nanme?"
"H's last. | have never heard his given nane. He is very

reticent about his past, though | do know that he is an
orphan. But he is of Creole descent and he does have
breeding as well as anbition. Unfortunately he had quite
an unpl easant experience with a boy who was visiting the
Hansons | ast sumer. The visitor accused Jeens of tak-
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ing a fine rifle which was | ater discovered right where the
boy had left it in his own canoe. Jeens has a certain pride
and he was turned against all the plantation people. H's
attitude is unfortunate because he longs so for a different
sort of life and yet has no contact w th young peopl e
except those of the swanp. | think he is beginning to trust
me, for he will conme in the nornings to pose for ny

pi cture of the swanp hunter. Do you know," she hesitated,

"I think that you would find a real friend in Jeens if you
coul d overcone his hatred of plantation people. You would
gain as much as he fromsuch an association. He can tel

you things about the swanp—stories which go back to the

old pirate days. Perhaps—

Ri cky | ooked up fromthe unconpleted picture. "I think
he'd be nice to know. But why does he | ook so—so sort of
starved?"

"Probably because the bill of fare in a swanp cabin is

not as varied as it mght be," answered Charity Bi gl ow.
"But you can't offer himanything, of course. | don't even

know where he lives. And now, tell nme about yourselves.
Are you planning to live here?"

Her frank interest seemed perfectly natural. One sinply

couldn't resent Charity Biglow.
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"Wl l," Ricky |laughed ruefully, "we can't very well
live anywhere else. | think Rupert still has ten dollars—= -A
"After his expedition this norning, 1 would have ny J

doubts of that,"” Val cut in. "You see, Mss Biglow we
are back to the soil now "

"Charity is the name," she corrected him "So you're

down—
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"But not out!" Ricky hastened to assure her. "But we
m ght be that." And then and there she told their tenant of
the rival claimnt.

Charity listened closely, absent-nindedly sucking the
wooden shaft of one of her brushes. Wen Ri cky had
done, she nodded.

"Ni ce ness you' ve dropped into. But 1 think that your

| awyer has the right idea. This is a neat piece of blackmai
and your claimant will disappear into thin air if you have a
few concrete facts to face himdown v/ith. Are you sure

you' ve | ooked through all me famly papers? No hiding-

pl aces or safes—=

"One," said Ricky calmy, "but we don't know where

that is. In the Cvil War days, after General Butler took
over New Ol eans, sone fanily possessions were hidden
somewhere in the Long Hall, but we don't know where.

The secret was | ost when Richard Ratestone was shot by
Yankee raiders."

"I's he the ghost?" asked Charity.

"No. You ask that as if you know sonething," Va
observed.

"Not hi ng but tal k. There have been |ights seen, white
ones. And a while back nmy nmaid Rose | eft because she
saw sonething in die garden one night."

"Jeens, probably,
|l'ike the place."

the boy comented. "He seens to
"No, not Jeens. He was sitting right on that railing
when we both heard Rose scream”

"Val , the handkerchief!" Rick's hand arose to her but-
71
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toned pocket. "Then there was soneone inside the house
that night. But why—udnless they were after the treasure!"

"The qui ckest way to find out," her brother got up
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fromthe edge of the table where he had perched, "is to go
and do a little probing of our own. W have a good two
hours until lunch. WII you join us?" he asked Charity.

"You tenpt nme, but I've got to get in as nmuch work on [
this as I can," she indicated her canvas. "And Jeens may ]
show up even if it is late. So nmy conscience says 'No.' i
Unfortunately 1 do possess a regul ar rock-ri bbed New ,

Engl and consci ence. " |
"Rupert will be back by four," said Ricky. "WII| your ;

conscience |l et you conme over for coffee with us then? You i
see how qui ckly we have adopted the native custons—

cof fee at four." f
"Ri cky," her brother explained, "desires to becone |

that fi gureof Romance—the southern belle." ,

"Then we nust do what we can to help her create the N>
proper atnosphere," urged Charity solemly.

"Even to die victoria and the coach-hound?" Val de-
manded in di smay.

"Wel |, perhaps not that far," she |aughed. "Anyway, |

accept your kind invitation with pleasure. | shall be there
at four—f 1 can find a presentable dress. Now cl ear out,
you two. and see what secrets of the past you can uncover

before lunch tine."
But their explorations resulted in nothing except slightly

frayed tenpers. Val had sounded what paneling there was,
but as he had no idea what a hol | ow panel shoul d sound
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like if rapped, he inwardly decided that he was not exactly
fitted for such investigations.

Ri cky broke two fingernails pressing the carving about

the fireplace and sat down on the couch to state in no
uncertain ternms what she thought of ne house, and of their
ancestor who had been so nisguided as to get hinself shot
after hiding the stuff. She ended with a brilliant but short
description of Val's present habits and vi ces—which she
added because he happened to have said, neekly enough,

that if she would only trimher nails to a reasonable |ength,
such accidents could be avoi ded.

When she had done, her brother sat back on the | owest
step of the stairs and wi ped his hands on his handkerchi ef.

"Seeing that | have been craw ing about on ny hands

and knees inspecting cracks in the floor, I mnk |I have as
much right to lose ny tenper as you have. Short of tearing
the house down, | don't see how we are going to find

anything without directions. And | amnot in favor of
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taking such a drastic step as yet."

"It's around here sonmewhere, | know it!" She kicked
petul antly at the hearth-stone.

"That statenent is certainly a big help," Val conmented
"Several yards across and | don't know how many up and
down—and you just know it's there sonewhere. Wl I, you
can keep on pressing until you wear your fingers out, but
I"'mcalling it a day right now "

She did not answer, and he got stiffly to his feet. He
was hot and nore tired than he had been since he had |eft
me hospital. Because he was just as sure as Ricky that the
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key to their riddle nmust be directly before themat that
monent, he was thoroughly di sgusted.

A strange sound fromhis sister brought him around.

Ri cky was not pretty when she cried. No pearly drops
sli pped down white cheeks. Her nose shone red and she
sniffed. But Ricky did not cry often. Only when she was
di scouraged, or when she was really hurt.

"Why, Ricky— Val began uncertainly.

"Go 'way," she hiccupped. "You don't care—you don't
care 'bout anything. If we have to |ose this—

"W won't! We'll find a way!" he assured her hurriedly.
"I"'msorry | snapped at you. I'mjust tired and hot, and so
are you. Let's go upstairs and freshen up. Lunch will be
ready—

"l kno-o-ow— her sob deepened into a wail. "Then

Rupert will laugh at us and—=

"Ri cky! For goodness sake, pull yourself together!"

She | ooked up at him round-nouthed in surprise at his
sharpness. And then to his amazenent she began to giggle,
her giggles mxed with her sobs. "You do | ook so funny,"

she gasped, "like the stemfather of a famly. Wy don't
you fight back al ways when | get nean, Val ?"

He grinned back at her. "1 don't know. Shall 1, next

ti me?"

She ni bbed her face with a businessli ke air and tucked

her handkerchi ef away. "There isn't going 10 be any next
time," she announced briskly. "If there is—well—=

"Yes?" Val pronpted.
"Then you can just spank ne or sonething drastic.
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Cone on, | mnust |ook a sight. And goodness knows,

you're no beauty with that black mark across your chin

and your slacks all grimy at the knees. W' ve got to clean
up before lunch or Letty-Lou will think we're sone sort of
heat hen. "

Wth that she turned and |l ed the way upstairs, totally
recovered and herself again in spite of a red nose and
suspi ci ously noi st eyel ashes.
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SATAN GOES A- HUNTI NG AND
FI NDS WORK FCR | DLE HANDS

"Val, did that cat go upstate?" Ricky stood at the foot of

the hall staircase frowning crossly. "If he did, you 11 just
have to go up and get him | wll not have hi mwaBong on

the beds with nuddy feet. There's enough to do here
wi thout cleaning up after a lazy cat. Were s Rupert?

Her brother put aside his note-book and got up fromthe
couch with a lazy stretch. Ricky's early-noning energy
was apt to be a little irksome and Val had not had a good
ni ght. Wen one lies and stares up at a ceiling, one
soneti nes hears strange noi ses whi ch cannot be accounted
for by wind or creaking boards.
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"He retired into Bluebeard' s den right after breakfast
and he hasn't appeared since."

"I should think that after what he heard yesterday he'd
be doi ng sonething," she protested.

"And what is there for himto do? You know just how

far we got with our investigations yesterday. Go rap on his
door if you like and stir himup. But | don't think his

wel cone will be a cordial one.™

Ri cky sat down on the bottom step and pushed the hair

back from her forehead. Suddenly she | ooked very snall

and faintly forlorn with all that expanse of age-bl ackened
wood behi nd her.

"I can't understand you two at all. One would think you
woul d be just as well pleased if our rival wal ked off with
this place. You aren't even trying to fight!"

"Li sten, Ricky, how can we fight when we have noth-
ing solid to fight with? LeFleur is doing all he can, we
have explored every possibility here—=

"Val, don't you want to stay here?" she interrupted

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (50 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:37 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt
hi m

He | ooked around at stone and wood. Did he really want

to? H s instant hot anger at the thought of another owner
there was his answer. Wy, this house was a part of them

as much as if they had laid its foundation stones with their
own hands. They had been brought up on its bl ood-stained

| egends, and on the one or two happier tales which had

been lived within its walls. If they had to | eave, they
would regret it all their lives. And yet—Rupert seened to
take no interest in the clains of the rival, and only Ri cky
wanted to fight.
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Ri cky got up fromthe stairs

"W nmight as well go up and catch that cat," she said.

At the top of the stairs Satan sat, his eyes upon the

| andi ng wi ndows. Val reached out his hands for him but

in that single instant Satan was gone. A black tail disap-
peared around the door of the Jackson room

"Ch, dear, | hope he isn't going to get on that bed."
Ri cky opened the door" wider. "No, there he goes under

instead of on it. Can you see him Val ?"

Her brother crouched and lifted the edge of the brocaded
cover which swept to the floor. To Val's surprise a thin
line of light showed along the wall at the head of the bed.

"Ri cky, | ook behind the head of the bed! Is it fast
agai nst the wall ?"
She started to the tall canopi ed head and pulled the

faded fabrics away fromthe paneling. "No, there's about
two feet here at the bottom It doesn't show because the
canopy covers it. And, Val, there's an opening here!

Satan's trying to get through!"
"W need a flashlight."
"I'l'l get Rupert's. Val, pronise not to go in—f it is a

door —dntil | conme back!"
"Of course; but hurry."

The flashlight reveal ed a wi de panel which slid upward.

Ti me and danp had war ped the wood so that it no | onger
fitted snugly to the floor as the builder had intended. But
the sane warpi ng made the door defy their efforts to raise
it any higher. At last, by prying and pounding, they got it
up perhaps a yard fromthe floor. Satan slipped through
and they foll owed on hands and knees.
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They crawed into a small roomlighted by two round

wi ndows set like eyes in the wide wall. More than three-
quarters of die space was filled with furniture and boxes
wrapped in tarred canvas. The choki ng dust and genera
mustiness of the |ong-closed apartment drove Val to inves-
tigate the wi ndow fastenings and throw them open to the
nmorning air.

"There must be another door sonewhere," he said,
calling Ricky away froma box where she was picking at

the knotted rope which bound it. "All these things couldn't
have been brought through that hole behind the bed."

"Here it is," she said a nonent later, pointing to an
obl ong set flush with the wall. "It's bolted on this side."

"Let me open it and see where we are." Val funbled at

the rusty latch, but he had to use an iron poker froma

di scarded fire stand in nme coner before he could hammrer

it back. Again the door resisted their efforts to push it open
until Val flung his full weight against it. Wth a snapping
report it swung open and he spraw ed forward into the

short hall which had once led into the garden wing, an el

of the house destroyed by roving British raiders during the
days of 1815. The only wholly wooden portion of die

house, it bad been burnt and never rebuilt.

"Conme on," Ricky pulled at Val's sleeve, "let's
expl ore."
He | ooked at his black hands. "I would suggest sone

soap and water, several broonms, and sone dusting cloths if
we're going to do it right. Better make a regul ar house-
cleaning party of it."

"Goodness, what have | strayed into?" Charity Bigl ow
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stood in the lower hall staring at di e younger Ral estones as
they canme through fromthe kitchen. They had both changed
into their oldest and | east respectable clothes. Ricky, in
fact, was wearing a pair of Val's slacks and one of Rupert's
shirts, and they were burdened with a broom whi ch was

I ong past its youth, several snmller brushes, and a great

bundl e of fl oor-cloths.

"We've found a secret room— began Ri cky.
"As one door has been-in plain sight since the building

of this house, it could hardly be called a secret room" Va
obj ect ed.
"Well, we didn't know it was there until Satan found

di e back entrance for us. And now we're going to clean it
out. It's full of furniture and boxes and things."
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"Don't!" Charity held up a paint-streaked hand. "You

will have nme drooling in a nonent. | don't suppose you
coul d use another assistant? After all, it was nmy cat who
found it for you. If you can provide ne with a set of those
wei rd coverings which seemto be your house-cl eaning
uniforms, | would just love to wield a broomin your

conpany. "

"The nore the nerrier," laughed Ricky. "I think Va

has anot her pair of slacks—=

"That's right, dispose of ny wardrobe before ny face,"”

he conmment ed, bal ancing his |load nore carefully in prepa-
ration for clinmbing the stairs. "Only spare ny white flannels,
pl ease. |'m saving those for the occasion when 1 can play

the country gentleman in style.”

Upstairs he braced open the hall door of the storage-
room The open wi ndows had cleared the air within but
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they were too high and too small to adnmit enough light to
reach the far conmers. It would be best, they decided, to
carry each box and piece of furniture to the hall for

exam nation. Wth the zeal of treasure hunters they set to
wor K.

Sone tine later, when Val was coaxing the second box
through the door, they were interrupted.

"And just what is going on here?" Rupert stood at the
end of the hall.

"Ch," Ricky smiled sweetly, "did we really disturb
you?"

"Well, | did think that there was a troop of el ephants
doi ng tap dancing up here. But that isn't the point—ust
what ai e you doi ng?"

"Cl eaning house." Ricky flicked a gray rag in his
direction freeing a cloud of dust. "Don't you think it needs
it?"

Rupert sneezed. "It seens so. But why—=? Mss Biglow"

Charity, extrenely dirty—she had apparently run dusty
hands across her forehead several tines—had cone to the
door of the storage-room At the sight of Rupert she
flushed and made a hurried attenpt at snoothing her hair.

"I = she began, when Ricky interrupted her

"Charity is helping us, which is nore than we can say

of you. Go back to your old den and hi bernate. And then
you can't | ook down that |ong nose of yours when we turn
up the papers that'll save us fromthe poorhouse."
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"That's telling him" Val nurmured approvingly as he
fanned hinmself with one of the cleaner cloths. "But per-
haps we had better explain. You see, Satan went hunting
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and found work for idle hands,"” and he told the tale of the

sl i di ng panel behind the bed.
When he had finished, Rupert |aughed. "So you are stil

determ ned on treasure hunting, are you? Well, if it wll
keep you out of mischief, gotoit."

"Rupert," Ricky faced himsquarely, "don't be utterly
insufferable. If you had one drop of hot blood in you,

you'd be just as thrilled as we are. Just because you've
been around and around the world until you got dizzy or
somet hi ng, you needn't stand there with that 'See-the-little-
children-play' smirk on your face. You don't really care

whet her we | ose Pirate's Haven or not, do you?"

Rupert straightened and the color crept up across his

hi gh cheek-bones. H s nouth opened and then he closed it
agai n wi thout speaking the words he had intended, closed
with a firmess which tightened his lips into a straight

I'ine.
"Don't stand there and gl ower at nme," Ricky went on

"Way don't you say what you were going to? |I'mjust
about tired of this world-weary attitude—=

"Ri cky!" Val cl apped his black hand over her nouth
and turned to Charity. "Please excuse the firewrks. They

are not usual, | assure you."

"Let nme go!" Ricky twisted out of his grip. "I don't
care if Charity does hear. She ought to know what we're

really likel™
"Speak for yourself, ny pet." The red had faded from

Rupert's face. "You do have a nice little habit of speaking
your mnd, don't you? But on this occasion | believe
you're at least eight-tenths right. | have been negl ecting
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my opportunities. Suppose you |let ne get at that box, Val
And | ook here, if you are going to unpack these, why not
nmove them down to the end of the hall and turn them out
on a sheet?"

Charity and Ri cky suddenly di sappeared back into the
room and were very busy whenever Rupert crossed their
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line of vision, but Val was heartily glad of his brother's
help in lifting and pulling.

"Better not try to take this bedstead and stuff out,"
Rupert advi sed when they had the three boxes out in the
hall. "We have no need for it now, anyway."

"l believe—yes, it is! Areal Sergnoret piece!" Charity
was i ndustriously rubbing away at the head of the bed.
Rupert knelt down beside her

"And just what is a Sergnoret piece?"

"A collector's itemnowadays. Francois Sergnoret was
one of the greatest cabinet-makers of New Ol eans. See
that'S' —that's the way he always signed his work."

"Treasure trove!" cried Ricky. "I wonder how nuch
it's worth?"

"Exactly nothing to us." Rupert was running his hands
across the mahogany. "W couldn't sell anything from
m s house until the title is cleared."

As Val noved around to the opposite side to see better,
his foot struck agai nst sonething on the floor. He stooped
and picked up a box with a slanting cover, the whole bl ack
and snmooth with age and the rubbing of countless hands.

"What's this?" He had crossed to the door and was
examining his find in the light-
Rupert's hand fell upon his shoulder. "Val, be carefu
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of that. Charity, he's got sonmething here!" He pulled
her up beside him not noting in his excitenent that he had
broken out of the formal shell which seemed to wall himin

whenever she was around.
"A Bi ble box! And an authentic one, too!" She drew

her lingers down the slope of the Iid.

"And just what is it?" Val asked for the second time.

"These boxes were used in the seventeenth century for
witing-desks and later to keep the large famly Bibles in.
But this is ne first one |I've ever seen outside of a nmuseum
What's this on nme |id?" She traced a worn outline. Va

studi ed the design.
"Way, it's Joe! You know, that grinning skull we have

stuck up all over the place to bolster up our superiority
conpl ex. That proves that this is ours, all right."

"Perhaps— Ricky's eyes were round with excitenent,
"' perhaps it belonged to Pirate D ck hinsel f!'

"Perhaps it did," her younger brother agreed.

"Lift the lid." She was al nost hoppi ng on one foot in
her inpatience. "Let's see what's inside."

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (55 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:37 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

"No gold or jewels, I'll wager. How do you get the
t hi ng undone?”

"Here, let ne try." Rupert took it fromVal's hands and

put it down on one of the chests, squatting on the fl oor
before it. Wth the smallest blade of his penknife he deli -
cately probed ne fastening sunken in the wood.

"I could do a faster job," he remarked, "if you didn't

all breathe down the back of nmy neck." They retreated

two inches or so and waited inpatiently. Wth a satisfied
grunt he dropped his knife and pulled the lid up
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"Why, there's nothing it it!" Ricky's cry of disappoint-
ment was al nost a wail.

"Not hing but that old torn lining." Val was as dis-
gusted as She.

Rupert closed it again. "I'll rub this up sone and put in
another lining. This is too good a piece to hide away up
here," and he put it carefully aside at the end of the hall

Their investigations yielded nothing nore except great
quantities of dust, a mummified rat which even Satan
refused to sniff at, and a large collection of spider webs.
Havi ng swept out the room they went to wash their hands
bef ore unpacki ng the wel | -w apped boxes.

When their swat hing canvas and sacki ng was thrown

asi de, the boxes stood reveal ed as stout chests banded with
iron. Charity paused before one. "This is a narriage

chest, | ate seventeenth century, | would judge. Look there,
under that carved | eaf—sn't that a date?"

"Si xteen hundred ninety-three," Rupert deci phered. "That
crest above it | ooks famliar. | know, it belonged to that
French | ady who married our pirate ancestor.”

"The first Lady Richanda!" Ricky touched the chest
lovingly. "Then this is mne, Rupert. Can't it be mne?"
she coaxed

"Of course. But it's |locked, and as we don't have any

keys which would fit the lock, you'll have to wait until we
can get a locksnmith out to work on it before you will know
what's inside."

"l don't care. No," she corrected herself, "that's wong;

I do care But anyway its mine!" She caressed the stiff
carving with her fingers.
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"What's this one?" Val turned to the second box. It,
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too, was fashioned of wood, but it was plain where the
other was carved, and the iron bands across it were pitted

Wi th rust.
"A sea chest, | would say." Rupert touched the top

gingerly. "By the feel, it's locked too. And | don't care to
play around with it. The nmen who nmade things |ike these

were too fond of having little poisoned fangs run into your
hand when you tried to force the chest without know ng

the trick. We'll have to leave this for an expert, too."

"What about the third?"

Charity laughed. "After your two treasures |I'mafraid
that this will be a disappointnment."” She indicated a snal
hunpbacked trunk covered with noth-eaten horsehair. "No
romance here. But the key is tied to the clasp beside the

| ock."
"Then open it before | expire of pure unsatisfied

curiosity,"” Ricky begged. "Go on, Rupert. Hurry."
"Ch." she said a nonent later, "it's full of nothing but

a | ot of books."

"What did you expect," Val asked her, "a skel eton?

Do you know, | think that Rick's ghost, or whatever

i nfluence presides over this house, has a sense of hunor.
You find a room or a trunk, or somrething which nakes

you feel that you are on the verge of getting what you

want, and then it all fades into just nothing again. Now, by
rights, that witing-desk shoul d have contained the secret
message whi ch woul d have told us where to find a hidden
passage or something. But what is in it? A couple of

pi eces of lining alnmost completely torn fromthe bottom
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1"l wager that when you open those chests you'll find

not hing but a brick or "April Fool' scraw ed across the
inside. This isn't true to any fiction | ever read," he ended
pl aintively.

"Good Heavens!" Charity was staring down at what |ay
within a portfolio she had opened.

"Don't tell nme you have really found sonething!" Va
excl ai ned.

"It can't be true!" She still stared at what she hel d.

Ri cky | ooked over her shoulder. "Wy, it's nothing but
a picture of a bird," she observed.

"I't's a genui ne Audubon," Charity corrected her

"VWhat!'' Wth little regard for nmanners, Rupert snatched
the portfolio fromher hands. "Are you sure?"
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"Yes. But you nust take it in to the nuseum and get an
expert opinion. It's wonderful!"

"Here's another." Reverently Rupert raised the first
sketch and then the second. "Three, four, five, six," he
count ed.

"Was Audubon ever here?" Charity | ooked about the
hall, a sort of awe coloring her voice.

"He nmight easily have been when he lived in New

Ol eans. Though we have no record of it," answered

Rupert. "But these," he closed the portfolio carefully and
knotted its strings, "speak for thenselves. 1'll take themto
LeHeur tomorrow. We can't allowthemto [ie about here.”

"l should hope not!" Charity eyed the portfolio wistfully.
"I magi ne actually owning six of those—

"They won't pay our bills." said Ricky, practical for
once in her life. Treasure to Ricky was not half a dozen
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sket ches on yel | owed paper but good ol d-fashi oned gol d

with a fewjewels thrown in for her own private satisfaction.
The portfolio and its contents |eft her unnoved. Val admit-
ted to hinself that he, too, was di sappointed. After all—

well, treasure should be treasure

Rupert carried the portfolio into his bedroom and | ocked
it in one of his nysterious brief-cases which had sonehow

found its way upstairs.
The two chests they noved out farmer into the hall and

the trunk was placed back against the wall, ready for

further investigation.
"M stuh Ral estone,"” Letty-Lou, standing hal f-way up

the back stairs, addressed Rupert, "lunch on de table.
Effen yo."'all doan come now, eatnents will be spoiled."

"Al'l right,"” he answered.
"Letty-Lou," called Ricky, "put on another plate. Mss

Charity is staying to lunch."
"M ss 'Chanda, | done done it already. Yo' all comn

now?"
"You see how we are bullied," Ricky appealed to

Charity. "OF course you're going to stay," she swept
aside the other's protests. "What's food for, if not to feed
your friends? Val, go wash up; your hands are frightful. I

don't care if you did wash once; go and—

"This is her little-mother-of-the-fam |y nood, her young-
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er brother explained to Charity. "It wears off after a
while if you just don't notice it. But I will wash though,"
he | ooked at his hands, "I seemto need it."

"And don't use the guest towels," Ricky called after
him "You know that they're only to |l ook at."
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When Val energed fromthe bathroom he found the hal

deserted. Sounds from bel ow suggested that his fanmly had
basely left himfor food. He started al ong the passage. Not
far fromthe stairs was the witing-desk where Rupert had

left it. Val picked it up, thinking that he might as well take
it along down with him
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Depositing the desk on thejeat of one of the hall chairs,

Val started toward the dining-room a grimhole which

Lucy had calmy forced the fanmly to use but which they

all cordially disliked. Its paneled walls, crystal-hung
chandelier, marble-fronted fireplace, and inlaid fl oor gave
it the appearance of one of the less cozy roonms in a snal

pal ace There were also two tasteful portraits of dead

ducks whi ch had been added as a finishing touch by sone
tenant during the eighties and which still remained upon the

walls to Ricky's unholy joy.
But the long table, the high-backed chairs, the side
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serving-table, and the two tall cabinets of china were fine
enough pieces if one cared for the nassive. Ricky's table-
cloth of violent-hued peasant |inen was not in keeping with
the china and gl assware Letty-Lou had set out upon it.
Charity was comenting upon this ensenble as Val entered.

"Doesn't this red and green plaid seema bit—well,
bright?" The coners of her nmouth tw tched betrayingly.

"No," Ricky returned firmy. "This cloth matches the
ducks. "

"Ch, yes, the ducks,"” Charity eyed them "So you
consi der that the ducks are the note you wi sh to enphasize?'

"Certainly." Ricky surveyed die picture hangi ng oppo-
site her. "I consider them uni que. Not everyone can have
ducks in the dining-roomnowadays."

"For which they should be eternally thankful," ob-
served Rupert. "They are rather gaudy, aren't they?"

"Ch, but | like the expression in this one's gl assy eye,"
Ri cky pointed out. "You might call this study ' Gone But
Not Forgotten.' "
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"Corn-bread, please," Val asked, thus attenpting to
put an end to the art-appreciation class.

"I think," continued R cky, undisturbed as she passed
himthe plate heaped with gol den squares, "that they are
slightly surrealist. They distinctly resenble the sort of
things one is often pursued by in one's brighter nightnmares.”

"Do you have any really good pictures?" asked Charity,
resolutely averting her gaze fromthe ducks.

"Three, but they've been |oaned to the nuseum" an-
swered Rupert, "Not by well-known painters, but they're
historically interesting. There's one of the first Lady

Andre Norton

Ri chanda, and one of the missing Rick. That's the best of
the lot, according to LeFleur. | saw a photograph of it
once. Cone to think about it, Val |looks a lot |ike die boy
in the picture. He might have sat for it."

They all turned to eye Val. He arose and bowed. "I find
these conplinments too overwhel m ng," he murmured.

Rupert grinned. "And how do you know that that re-
mark was i ntended as a conplinent?"

"Naturally | assuned so," his brother retorted with a
dignity which di sappeared as the piece of corn-bread in his
hand broke in two, the larger and nore liberally buttered
portion falling butter side down on the table. Ricky smiled
in a pained sort of way as she attenpted to judge from her
side of the table just how nuch danmage Val's awkward-

ness had done.

"If you were the graceful hostess,” he informed her
severely, "you would now throw your piece in the nmiddle
to show that anyone could suffer a |Iike nishap.”

Ri cky changed the subject hurriedly by passing beans to
Charity.

"So Val |ooks like the ghost," Charity said a nonent
later. "Now | will have to go to town and see mat portrait.
Just where is it?"

Rupert shook his head. "I don't know. But it's listed in
the catal ogue as 'Portrait of Roderick Ral estone, Aged
Ei ghteen.' "

"Just Val's age, nen." Ricky spooned sonme water-
mel on pickles onto her plate. "But he was ol der man that
when he left here."

"Let's see. He was born in February, 1788, which | .
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woul d make him fourteen when his parents died in 1802
Then he di sappeared in 1814, twelve years later. Just
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twenty-si x when he went," conputed Rupert.
"A year younger than you are now," observed R cky.
"And nine years ol der than yourself at this present
date," Val added pleasantly. "Wy this sudden interest in
mat hemat i cs?"

"Ch, | don't know. Only sonehow | always thought
Ri ck was younger when he went away. |'ve always felt
sorry for him Wnder what happened to himafterwards?"

"According to our rival," Rupert pulled his coffee-cup
before himas Letty-Lou took away their plates, "he just
went quietly away, married, lived soberly, and brought up
a son, who in turn fathered a son, and so on to the present
day. A tane enough ending for our wild privateersman.”

“I'I'l bet it isn't true. Rick wouldn't end like that. He
probably went off down south and got mixed up in sone

of the revolutions they were having at ne tinme," sug-
gested Ricky. "He couldn't just settle down and die in
bed. | could imgine himscuttling a ship but not being a
qui et business man."

"He was one of Lafitte's nmen, wasn't he?" asked Charity.

At their answering nods, she went on: "Lafitte was a

busi ness man, you know. Ch, | don't mean that forge he

ran in town, but his establishnent at G ande Terre. He was
nmore smuggl er than pirate, that's why he | asted so | ong.
Even the nost respected tradesmen had dealings with him
Wiy, he used to post notices right in town when he held
auctions at Barataria, listing what he had to sell, nostly
smuggl ed bl acks and a few cargoes of |uxuries from
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Europe. He was a privateer under the rules of war, but he
was never a real pirate. At least, that's the belief held

nowadays. "

"W can't turn up our noses at pirates," |aughed R cky.

"This house was built by pirate gold. W only w sh—

Fromthe hall came a dull thunp. Ricky's napkin dropped
fromher hand into her coffee-cup. Rupert laid down his
spoon deli berately enough, but there was a certain tension
in his novenments. Val felt a sudden chill. For Letty-Lou
was in the kitchen, the famly were in the dining-room

There should be no one in the hall

Rupert pushed back his chair. But Val was already
hal f-way to 'the door when his brother joined him And
Ri cky, suddenly sober, was at their heels.

Zzzzzrupp! The slitting sound was clear as they burst

into the hall. On the fur rug by the couch lay the witing-
desk. Its lid was thrown back and by it crouched Satan

i ndustriously ripping the remmants of lining fromits interior.
As Rupert came up, the cat drew back, his ears flattened
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and his lips a-snarl

"Ci nders! What has he done?" denmanded Charity, swoop-
i ng down upon her pet. At her coming, he fled under the

couch out of reach.
Rupert picked up the desk, "Nothing nuch,"” he | aughed.

"Just torn all that lining | oose, as | had planned to do."
"What is this?" Ricky disentangled a small slip of

white fromthe torn and nusty velvet. "Wy, it's a piece
of paper," she answered her own question. "It nust have
been under the lining and Satan pulled it out with the

cloth."
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"Here," Rupert took it fromher, "let ne see it."
He scanned die faded lines of witing. "Val! Ricky!"
He | ooked up, his face flushed with excitenent. "Listen!"

"Gatty has returned fromthe city. The raiders calling
thensel ves di e ' Buck Boys' are headed this way. Gatty tells
me that Al exander is with them having deserted the planta-
tion a week ago. Since his malice towards us is well

known, it is easy to believe that he means us open harm |
am maki ng my preparations accordingly. The val uabl es

now under this roof, together with the proceeds fromthe

| ast voyage of the bl ockade runner. Red Bird, | am putting
in that safe place discovered by ne in chil dhood, of which
I have sonetines spoken. Remenber the hint | once gave
you—By Qur Luck. Having witten this in haste, | shal
intrust it to Gatty—=

"That's me end; the rest is gone." Rupert stared down
at the scrap of paper in his hand as if he sinply could not
believe inits reality.

"Richard wote that." Ricky touched the note in awe.
"But why didn't Gatty give it to M| es when he came?"

"Gatty was probably a slave who ran when the raiders
appeared, " suggested Rupert. "He or.she nust have hid-
den this in here before |leaving. W'll never know "

"But we've got our clue!" cried Ricky. "W knew t hat
the hiding-place was in this hall, and now we have the
clue."

"By our Luck.' " Rupert |ooked about himthoughtfully.
"That's not the nost hel pful =
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"Rupert!" Ricky seized himby the arm "There's only
one thing in this roomthat will answer that. Can't you
see? The niche of the Luck!"

Their gaze foll owed her pointing finger to the mante
above their heads.

"I believe she's right! Wait until | get the stepladder
fromthe kitchen." Rupert was gone al nost before he had

fini shed speaki ng.
"Ch, if it's only true!" Ricky stared up |like one
hypnoti zed. "Then we'll be rich and—=

"Don't count your chickens before they're hatched,"”
Val reninded her, but he didn't think that she heard him

Then Rupert was back with the | adder. He clinbed up,
| eaving the three of themclustered about its foot.

"Not hi ng here but two stone studs to hold the Luck in
pl ace," he said a nonent |ater.

"Whay not try pressing those?" suggested Charity.
"A'l right, here goes." He placed his thunbs in the

coners of the niche and threw his wei ght upon them
"Not hi ng happened." Ricky's voice was deep with

di sappoi nt ment .
"Look!" Val pointed over her shoul der

To the left of the fireplace were five panels of oak, to
bal ance those on the other side about the door of the
unused drawi ng-room The center one of these now gaped
open, showi ng a dark cavity.

"I't worked!" Ricky was al ready heading for the opening.

There behind the paneling was a shall ow cl oset which
ran the full length of the five panels, it was filled with a
coll ection of bags and small chests, a collection which
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appeared nuch | arger when it lay in the gloomw thin than
when they dragged it out. Then, when they had tinme to
examine it carefully, they discovered that their booty con-
sisted of two small wooden boxes or chests, one fancifully
carved and evidently intended for jewels, the other plain
but | ocked; a felt bag and anot her of canvas, and a package
hurriedly done up in cloth. Rupert spread it all out on the
floor.

"Wl l," he hesitated, "where shall we begi n?"

"Charity thought about how to open it, and it was her
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cat that found us the clue—tet her choose," Val suggested.

"Good, " agreed Rupert. "And what's your choice,
m | ady?"

"What wonman coul d resist this?" She |aid her hand
upon the jewel box.

"Then that it is." He reached for it.

It opened readily enough to show a shallow tray divi ded
into conpartnents, all of themenpty.

"Sol d again," Val commented dryly.

Carefully Rupert lifted out the top tray to di scl ose anot her
on which rested three snmall | eather bags. He | oosened the
drawstring of the nearest and shook out into his palma pair
of earrings of a quaint pattern in tw sted gold set with dul
red stones. Charity pronounced them garnets. Though they
were not of great value, they were precious in Ricky's

eyes, and even Charity exclai med over them

The second bag yielded a carnelian seal on a wi de chain
of gold mesh, the sort of ornanent a dandy wore dangling
fromhis watch pocket in the days of the Regency. And the
third bag contained a cross of silver, blackened by tine,
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set with amethysts. This was acconpani ed by a chain of
the same dull nmetal

Putting these into the girls' hands, Rupert lifted the
second tray to lay bare the bottom of the chest. Here again
were several small bags. There was another cross, this

time of jet inlaid with gold and attached to a short neckl ace
of jet beads; a wide bracelet of coral and turquoise which
was crudely nmade and m ght have been native work of

sonme sort. Then there was a tiny jewel-set bottle, about

whi ch, Ricky declared, there still lingered some faint trace
of the fragrance it had once held. And nmost interesting to
Charity was a fan, the sticks carved of ivory so intricately
that they resenbl ed | acework stiffened into slender ribs.
The covering between them was fashioned of |ayers of silk
painted with a scene of the bayou country, with the nopss-
grown oaks and encroachi ng swanp all carefully depicted.

Charity declared that she had never seen its equal and

mat some great artist nust have decorated the dainty trifle.
She closed it carefully and slipped it back into its covering,
and Rupert took out the last of the bags. Fromits depths

rolled a ring.

It was plain enough, a sinple band of gold so deep in
shade as to be alnpst red. Nearly an inch in width, there
was no ornanentation of any sort on its broad, snpoth
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surface.

"Do you know what this is?" Rupert turned the circlet
around in his fingers.

"No." Ricky was still dangling the earrings before her
eyes.

"It is the wedding-ring of the Bride of the Luck."
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"What!" Val leaned forward to | ook down at the plain
circle of gold.

Even Ri cky gave her brother her full attention now.
Rupert turned to Charity.

"You probably know the story of our Luck?" he asked.
She nodded.

"When the Luck was brought from Palestine, it was

decided that it nust be given into the hands of a guardi an
who woul d be responsible for it with his or her life.
Because the nen of the house were al ways at war during
those troubl esone tinmes, the guardianship went to the

el dest daughter if she were a nmiden. By high and sol emm
cerenony she was narried to the Luck in the chapel of
Lome. And she was the Bride of the Luck until death or,a
unani mous consent fromthe famly rel eased her. Nor could
she marry a nortal husband during the tine she wore
this." He touched the ring he held.

"This nust be very old. It's the red gold which was
found in Ireland and Engl and before the Ronans con-
quered the |l and. Perhaps this was found in sone old
barrow on Lone lands. But it no | onger means anything
wi t hout the Luck."

He held it out to Ricky. "By tradition this is yours."

She shook her head. "I don't think | want that, Rupert.
It's too old—too strange. Now these," she held up the
earrings, "you can understand. The girls who wore them
were |like me, and they wore them because they were
pretty. But that—-she |ooked at the Bride's ring with
di staste—that must have been a burden to its wearer.
Didn't you tell us once of the Lady Iseult, who killed
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| erself when diey would not release her fromher vows to
the Luck? | don't want to wear that, ever."

"Very well." He dropped it back into its bag. "W'l
send it to LeFl eur for safe-keeping. Any scruples about the
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rest of this stuff?"

"Of course not! And none of it is worth nuch. My I
keep it?"

"If you wish. Now let's see what is in here." He drew
the second box toward himand forced it open

"Money!" Charity was staring at it with wi de eyes.

Wthin, in neat bundles, |ay packages of paper notes. Even
Rupert was shaken fromhis cal mas he reached for one.
Qutsi de of a bank none of diem had ever seen such a

di splay of wealth. But after he studied the top note, the
master of Pirate's Haven | aughed thinly.

"This may be worth ten cents to sone collector if we're
| ucky—

"Rupert! That's real noney," began Ricky.

But Val, too, had seen the print. "Confederate noney,
child. As useless now as our pretty oil stock. | told you
that things always turn out wong in this house. If we do
find treasure, it's worthless. How much is there, anyway?"

Rupert picked up a slip of paper tucked under the tape
fastening the first bundle. "This says thirty-five thousand—
profit froma blockade runner's .trip."

"Thirty-five thousand! Well, | drink dial dial is just too
much," Ricky said defiantly. "Wy didn't drey get paid

in real money?"

"Being loyal to die South, die Ral estones probably
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woul d not take what you call 'real nmoney,' " replied
Charity.

"It's nice to know how weal dly we once were,'' Va
observed. "What are you going to do widi mat wall-paper
Rupert ?"

"Ch, chuck it in ny desk. |I'll get soneone to | ook it

over; diere nmight be a collector's itemanong these bills.
Now | et's have die joker out of this bundle." He plucked
at the fastenings of die felt bag.

VWhen he had pulled off its wappings, a silver tray widi
cof fee- and chocol at e-pot, cream pitcher and sugar bow
stood, tarnished and dingy, on die floor.

"That's nore like it." Ricky picked up the chocol at e-
pot. "Do you supoose it will ever be possible to get these
cl ean agai n?"

"Wth a lot of will power and sone good hard rubbing
it can be done," Val assured her

"Well, 1'll supply die will power and you may do the

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (66 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:37 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt
rubbi ng," she announced pl easantly.

Rupert had opened di e remaini ng packages to display a

set of twelve silver goblets, one with a dented edge, and a
queerly shaped vessel not unlike an ol d-fashioned gravy-
boat. Charity picked this up and exanmined it gravely.

"I'mafraid diat this is pirate loot." She tapped die lip
of the piece she held. The netal gave off a clear ringing
sound. "If |I'mnot mstaken, ms was stolen froma church
Yes, I'mright; see ms cross under the | eaves?" She

poi nted out die bit of engraving.

"Black Dick's work," agreed Ricky conpl acendy. "But
after alnost three hundred years |'mafraid we can't return
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it. Especially since we don't know where it cane fromin

the first place.”
Val | ooked about at what they had uncovered. "If you

are going to take all of this in to LeFleur, you'll have to
get a truck. D you know, | think this place m ght turn out
to be a gold-mne if one knew just where to dig."

"W haven't found the Luck yet," rem nded Ricky.

Val got clunsily to his feet and then gave Charity a

hand up, beating Rupert to it by about three seconds. "As

we don't even know whether it is still in existence, there's
no use in hunting for it," Val retorted.

Ricky smiled, that set little snmile which usually meant
that she neither agreed with nor approved of the speaker
She got up fromthe floor and shook out her skirt

pur poseful I y.

"I''"l'l remind you of that sone day," she proni sed.

"l suppose," Rupert glanced at the silver, "this ought
to be taken to town as soon as possible. This house is too
i solated to harbor both us and the silverware at the sane
time. What do you think?" Ignoring both Ricky and Val,

he turned to Charity.

"You are right. But it seens a pity to send it all away
before we have a chance to rub it up and see what it really

| ooks like!™
"By all means, take it at once!" Val urged pronptly.
"W can always clean it later."

Rupert grinned. "Now that nmight be a protest against
the suggestion R cky nmade a few m nutes ago. But 'l
save you some honest labor this tine, Val; 1I'll take it to

town this afternoon.”
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Ri cky | aughed softly.

"And why the nerrinment?" her younger brother in-
qui red suspiciously.

"I was just thinking what a surprise the visitor who
dropped his handkerchief here is going to get when he
finds the cupboard bare," she expl ai ned.

Rupert rubbed his pal macross his chin. "OF course. |
had al nost forgotten that."

"Well, | haven't! And | wonder if we have found what
he—er they—were hunting," Val nused as he hel ped
Rupert wap up the spoil again.
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GREAT- UNCLE RI CK WALKS
THE HALL

Sam had produced a horse conplete with saddle and a
reputed skittishness. That horse was the pride of Sam s
big heart. It had once won a small purse at sone country
fair or something of the sort, and since then it had
been kept only to wear the saddle at rare intervals. Not
that Sam ever rode. He drove a spring-board behind a
thin, sorrowful nule called "Suggah." But the saddle
horse was rented at times to fol ks of whom Sam approved

Soon after the arrival of the Ralestones at Pirate's Haven,
Sam had brought this four-footed prodigy to their attention
But claimng that the famly were his "folks," he indig-
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nantly refused to accept hire and was hurt if one of them

did not ride at |east once a day. R cky had devel oped an
interest in the garden and had accepted die | oan of Sam s

el dest son, a boy about as tall as the spade, to hel p her ness
about. Rupert spent the |largest part of his days shut up in

Bl uebeard' s chanmber. Wich of course left the horse to

Val .

And Val was becom ng slightly bored with Louisiana, at

|l east with that portion of it which i mediately surrounded
them Charity was hard at woric on her picture of the
swanp hunter, for Jeens had cone back wi thout warning
fromhis nmysterious concerns in the swanp. There was no
one to talk to and nowhere to go.

LeFl eur had notified themthat he believed he was on

the track of sone discreditable incident in the past of their
rival which would banish himfromtheir path. And no

nmor e handkerchi efs had been found, ownerless, in their

hall. It was a serene norning.
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But, Val thought |ong afterwards, he should have been

war ned by that very serenity and remenbered the old
saying, that it was always cal nest before a storm On the
contrary, he was riding Sanmi s horse along the edge of that
swanp, wondering what |ay hidden back in that dark

jungle. Sone day, he deternmined, he would do a little
exploring in that direction.

A heron arose fromthe bayou and streaked across the
metallic blue of the sky. Another was wadi ng al ong, intent
upon its fishing. Samis yell ow dog, which had foll owed
horse and rider, set up a barking, annoyed at the haughty
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carriage of the bird. He scranbled down the steep bank,
drove it into flight after its fellow.

Val pulled his shirt away fromhis sticky skin and
wondered if he would ever feel really cool again. There
was sonet hi ng about this danp heat which seened to
remove all ambition. He marvel ed how Ri cky coul d even
think of trimm ng roses that norning.

Sam s dog began to bark deafeningly again, and Va
| ooked around for the heron which nmust have aroused his
di spl easure. There was none. But across ne swanp craw ed

an ungai nly nonster.

Four great rubber-tired wheels, ten feet high, as he later
| earned, supported a netal franmework upon which squatted
two men and the driver of the nonstrosity. Wth the
ponderous solemity of a tank it cane on to the bayou

Val's nount snorted and his ears pricked back. He

began to have very definite ideas about what he saw. The
m ng slipped down the marshy bank and took to the water
with ease, turning its square nose downstream and sendi ng

waves shoreward

"Ri de 'em cowboy!" yelled one of the nmen derisively

as Sam s horse decided to stand on his hind | egs and wave
at the strange apparition as it went by. Val brought him
down upon four feet again, and he stood sweating, his ears

still back.

"What do you call that?" the boy shouted back
"Prospecting engine for swanp use," answered the

driver. "Don't you swanpers ever get the news?"
The car, or whatever it was, npved on downstream and

so out of sight.
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"Now | wonder what that neans," Val said aloud as his
mount sidled toward the center of the road. The hound- dog
came up and sat down to kick a patch of flea-invaded
territory which lay behind his left ear. Again the norning
was qui et .

But not for long. A nud-spattered car canme around the

bend in the road and headed at Val, going a good pace for
the dirt surfacing. Before it quite reached himit stopped
and the driver stuck his head out of the w ndow.

"Hey, you, nove over! Watya tryin' to do—break
sonebody' s neck?"

Val surveyed himw th interest. The man was, perhaps,
Rupert's age, a small, thin fellow with thick black hair and
the white seam of an old scar beneath his left eye.

"This is," the boy replied, "a private road."

"Yeah," he snarled, "I know. And |'mthe owner. So

get your hobby-horse going and beat it, kid."

Val shifted in the saddle and stared down at him

"And what night your nanme be?" he asked softly.

"What d'yuh think it is? Hitler? I'm Ral estone, the

owner of this place. On your way, kid, on our way."

"So? Well, good norning, cousin." Val tightened rein.
The invader eyed himcautiously. "Wat d' yuh nean—
cousi n?"

"l happen to be a Ral estone al so,"
grimy.

the boy answered

"Huh? You the guy who thinks he owns this?" he
asked aggressively.

"My brother is the present naster of Pirate's Haven—*
"That's what he thinks," replied the rival with a relish.
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"Well, he isn't. That is, not until he pays nme for ny half.
And if he wants to get tough, I'Il take it all," he ended,
and withdrew into the car like a lizard into its rock den.

Val sat by ne side of the road and watched the car slide |
along toward the plantation. As it passed him he caught a
glinpse of a second passenger in the back seat. It was the
red-faced man he had seen with LeReur's clerk on the I
street in New Ol eans. Resolutely Val turned back and
started for the house in the wake of the rival

By maki ng use of a short-cut, he reached the front of
the house al nbst as soon as the car. Ricky had been
working with the norning-glory vines about the terrace
steps, young Sam standi ng attendance with a rusty trowel
and one of the kitchen forks.

At the sound of the car she stood up and tried to brush a
smear of sticky earth fromthe front of her checked-gi ngham
dress. Wen the rival got out she smiled at him

"Hel l o, sister," he smrked.
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She stood still for a nmoment and her smile faded. \Wen
she answered, her voice was chill. "You wi shed to see
M. Ral estone?" she asked distantly.

"Sure. But not just yet, sister. You better be pleasant,
you know. |'m ne new owner here—=

Val rode out of the bushes and swung out of the saddl e,
com ng up behind him Al though the boy was one of the
smal | er "Bl ack"” Ral estones, he topped the invader by a
good two inches, and he noted this with delight as he cane

up to him
"Ricky," he said briefly, "go in. And send Sam for

Rupert."
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She nodded and was gone. The man turned to face Val
"You agai n, huh?" he demanded.

"Yes. And Ral estone or no Ral estone, | would advise
you to keep a civil tongue in your head," he began hotly,
when Rupert appeared at the door

"Well, Val," he asked, a frown creasing his forehead,
"what is it?"

The rival advanced a short step and | ooked up. "So
you're the guy who's trying to do ne out of my rights?"

Rupert reached behind himand cl osed the screen before
comng to the head of the terrace steps. "I presune that
you are M, Ral estone?" he asked quietly.

"Course |'m Ral estone," asserted the other. "And
I'"mpart owner of ms place.”

"That has not yet been decided," answered Rupert
calmy, "But suppose you tell ne to what we owe the
honor of this visit?"

Now, however, the passenger took a hand in the gane.
He crawl ed out of the car, taking off his soiled panama to
wi pe his bald head with a gaudy sil k handkerchi ef.

"Here, here, M. Ral estone," he addressed his com

pani on, "let us have no unpl easantness. W have nerely

come here today, sir," he explained to Rupert, "to see if
matters could not be settled am cably without having to
take recourse to a court of law. Your M. LeFleur wll

give us very little satisfaction, you see. | ama plain and
honest man, sir, and | believe an affair of nmis kind nmay be
best agreed upon between principals. My client, M.

Ral estone, is a reasonable man; he will be noderate in his
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demands. It will be to your advantage to listen to our

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (71 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:37 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

proposal . After all, you cannot contest his rights—

"But that is just what | amgoing to do." Rupert smled

down at them if a slight twist of the lips may be called a
smle. "Have you ever heard that old saying that 'possession
is nine points of the law ? | amthe Ral estone in residence,
and | shall continue to be the Ral estone in residence unti
after this case is heard. Now, as | ama busy nan and this
is the mddle of the norning, | shall have to say good-
bye-"

"So that's the way you're going to take it?" The visit-
ing Ral estone glared at Rupert. "All right. Play it that way
and you won't be here a nmonth from now. Nor," he

turned on Val, "this kid brother of yours, either. You
can't pull this lord-of-the-land stuff on me and get away
withit. I"Il—= But he did not finish his threat. Instead, his

jaws cl anped shut on nmid-word. In silence he turned and
got into the car to which his counsel or had al ready

wi t hdr awn.

The car |eaped forward into a rose bush. Wth a savage
twi st of the wheel the driver brought it back to the drive,
| eaving deep prints in the front lawn. Then it was gone,
down the drive, as they stood staring after it.

"So that's that," Val comented. "Well, all 1've got to
say is that Rick's branch of the fanmily has sadly gone to

seed—

"Bei ng a southern gentleman has nade you slightly
snobbi sh." Ri cky came out from her |urking place behind
t he door.

"Snobbi sh!'" her brother choked at the injustice. "I
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suppose that that is your idea of a perfect gentleman, a
di amond in the rough—=
He pointed down the drive.

Ri cky laughed. "It's so easy to tease you, Val. O
course he is a—a wart of the first class. But Rupert will fix
hi mon't you?"

Her ol der brother grinned. "After that exanple of your

trust inme, I'lIl have to. | agree, he is not the sort you
woul d care to introduce to your nore particular friends.

But this visit seens to suggest sonethi ng—

"That he has the wi nd up?" Val asked.

"There are indications of that, | think. Sonething LeFl eur
has done has stirred our friends into direct action. W shal
probably have nore of it within the i mediate future. So |
want you, Ricky, to go to town. Madane LeFl eur has very
kindly offered to put you up—=

Each tiny curl on Ricky's head seened to bristle with
i ndignation. "Ch, no you don't, Rupert Ral estone! You
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don't get nme away from here when there are exciting

things going on. | hardly think that our friend with the
slimy manner will use nachine-guns to blast us out. And if
he does—well, it wouldn't be the first time that this house
was used as a fortress. |I'mnot going one step out of here
unl ess you two cone with ne."

Rupert shrugged. "As | can't very well hog-tie you to

get you to town, | suppose you will have to stay. But | am
going to send for Lucy." Wth that parting shot he turned
and went in.

Lucy arrived shortly before noon. She was acconpani ed
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by a portion of her large fam |y—four, Val counted, includ-
ing that Sam who had becone Ricky's faithful shadow.

"What's all this 'bout some nman sayin' he is Ral estone?”
she demanded of Ricky. "Sone policenman oughta | ock

hi mup. Effen he comes botherin' 'roun' agin, let ne tend
to him"

Wth that she marched mgjestically into the kitchen, el-
bowed Letty-Lou out of her way, and proceeded to stir up
a batch of brown nol asses cookies. " 'Cause dey is fillin'
fo' boys. An' Mstuh Val, heah, he needs sone fat 'crost
his skinny ribs. Letty-Lou, yo' ain't feedin' dese nen-
folks ri'. Now yo' chillens," she swooped down upon her
own famly, "yo'all gits outa heah, don't fuss ne."

"They can conme with me," offered Ricky. "I'mtrying
to find that maze which is marked on ne garden plans."

"M ss 'Chanda, yo' ain't a'goin' 'way 'afore youah
brothah gits through workin'. He done tol' ne to keep an
eye on yo'all. Wiy don't yo' go visit wi' Mss Charity?"

Ri cky | ooked at her watch. "Al'l right. She'll be through
her norning work by now. 1'll take the children, Lucy."

To Val's open surprise, she obeyed Lucy, neekly nov-

ing off without a single protest. One of the boys remained
behi nd and offered shyly to take the horse back to Sanis
pl ace. When Lucy agreed that it would be all right, Va
boosted himinto the saddl e where he clung like a jockey.

"An' wheah is yo' goin', Mstuh Val?" asked Lucy,
cutting out round cookies with a dowward stroke of the
drinking glass she had pressed into service. The regul ar
cutter was, in her opinion, too snall.

"Down toward the bayou. I'Il be back before Ilunch,"”
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he said, and hurried out before she could as definitely
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di spose of himas she had of Ricky.

Val struck off into the bushes until he cane to one of
me paths that crossed the wilderness. As it ran in the
direction of the bayou, he turned into it. Then for the
second tinme he cane into the glen of the pool and passed
al ong the path Jeens had known. So sonehow Val was

not surprised, when he cane out upon ne edge of the
bayou | evee, to see Jeens sitting there.

"Hell o!'™ The swanper |ooked up at Val's hail but this
time he did not |eave.

-"Hullo," he answered sullenly.

Val stood there, ill at ease, while the swanper eyed him
conposedl y. What could he say now? Val's enbarrass-

ment must have been very apparent, for after a | ong no-
ment Jeems smiled derisively.

"Yo' goin' ridin in themfunny pants?" he asked,
pointing to the other's breeches.

"Well, that's what they are intended for," Val replied.
"Wheah' s youah hoss?"

"l sent himback to Samis." Val was beginning to fee
slightly warm He decided that Jeens' manners were not
all that they m ght be.

"Sam " the swanp boy spat into the water. "He's

a—

But what Sam was, in the opinion of the swanper, Va
never |learned, for at that nmonent Ricky burst from be-
tween two bushes.

"Well, at last," she panted, "lI've gotten rid of my
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army. Val, do you think that Lucy is going to be like this

all the tine—erder us about, | mean?"
"Who's that?" Jeens was on his feet |ooking at R cky.
"Ricky," her brother said, "this is Jeens. My sister

R chanda. "

"Yo' one of the folks up at the big house?" he asked
her directly.

"Why, yes," she answered sinply.

"Yo' don' act like yo' was." He stabbed his finger at
both of them "Yo' don't walk with youah noses in the air
| ooki ng down at us—

"Of course we don't!" interrupted Ricky. "Wy should
we, when you know nore about this place than we do?"

"VWhat do yo' mean by that?" he flashed out at her, his

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (74 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:37 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt
sul l en face suddenly dark

"Why—why— Ricky faltered, "Chmty Biglow said

that you knew all about the swanp-—.

His tense position relaxed a fraction. "Ch, yo' know
M ss Charity?"

"Yes. She showed us the picture she is painting, the
one you are posing for," Ricky went on

"Mss Charity is a fine lady," he returned with
conviction. He shifted fromone bare foot to the other.
"Ah'I'l be goin' now." Wth no other farewell he slipped
over the side of the levee into his canoe and headed out
into mdstream Nor did he | ook back

Lucy departed after dinner nmat evening to bed down her
famly before returning with Letty-Lou to occupy one of
the servant's roons over the side wing. Rupert had gone
with her to interview Sam Val gathered that Sam had
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sonme notion of trying to reintroduce the grow ng of indigo,

a crop which had been forsaken for sugar-cane at ne

begi nning of the nineteenth century when a pest had de-
stroyed the entire indigo crop of that year all over Louisiana.

"Let's go out in the garden," suggested Ri cky.

"What for?" asked her brother. "To provide a free
banquet for nosquitoes? No, thank you, let's stay here."

"You're lazy," she countered.

"You may call it laziness; | call it prudence," he
answer ed.
"Well, 1'mgoing anyway," she nade a deci sion which

brought Val reluctantly to his feet. For npbsquitoes or no
nmosqui t oes, he was not going to allow Ricky to be outside
al one.

They followed the path which | ed around the side of the
house until it neared the kitchen door. Wen they reached
that point Ricky halted.

"Listen!"
A plaintive m aow sounded fromthe kitchen.

"Ch, bother! Satan's been left inside. Go and |l et him
out."

"WIIl you stay right here?" Val asked.

"Of course. Though I don't see why you and Rupert

have taken to acting as if Fu Manchu were | oose in our
yard. Now hurry up before he claws the screen to pieces.
Satan, | nmean, not the sinister Chinese gentlenman."
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But Satan did not neet Val at the door. Apparently,
havi ng recei ved no i nmedi ate answer to his plea, he had
withdrawn into the bulk of the house. Speaking unkind
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t hi ngs about hi munder his breath, Val started across the
dark kitchen.

Suddenly he stopped. He felt the solid edge of the table
agai nst his thigh. Wen he put out his hand he touched the
reassuring everyday form of Lucy's stone cooky jar. He

was in their own pleasant everyday kitchen

But -

He was not alone in that house!

There had been the faintest of sounds fromthe forepart

of the main section, a sound such as Satan m ght have
caused. But Val knewknew positivel y—that Satan was
guiltless. Someone or sonething was in the Long Hall

He crept by the table, hoping that he could find his way
wi thout running into anything. H's hand cl osed upon the
knob of the door opening upon the back stairs used by
Letty-Lou. If he could get up them and across the upper
hall, he could come down the front stairs and catch the

i ntruder.

It took Val perhaps two mnutes to reach the head of the
front stairs, and each mnute seened a half-hour in |ength.
From bel ow he could hear a regul ar pad, pad, as if from
stocking feet on the stone floor. He drew a deep breath
and started down.

When he reached ttie | anding he | ooked over the rail
Upright before the fire-place was a dimwhite blur. As he
wat ched, it noved forward. There was sonethi ng uncanny
about that al nbst noi sel ess novenent.

The blur becanme a thin figure clad in baggy white
breeches and | oose shirt. Bel ow the knees the | egs seened
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to fade into the darkness of the hall and there was sone-
thing strange about the outlines of me head.

Again ne thing resuned its padding and Val saw now

that it was pacing the hail in a regular pattern. Wich
suggested mat it was human and was there with a very
definite purpose.

He edged farther down the stairs.
"And just what are you doi ng?"

If his voice quavered upon the last word, it was hardly
his fault. For when the thing turned, Val saw—
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It had no face!

Wth a startled cry he lunged forward, clutching at the

bani ster to steady his blundering descent. The thing backed
away; already it was fading into the darkness beside the
stairs. As Val's feet touched the floor of the hall he caught
his last glinpse of it, a thin white patch against the solid
paneling of the stairway's broad side. Then it was gone.

When Rupert and Ricky cane in a few mnutes |ater and

turned on the lights, Val was still staring at that blank
wal |, with Satan rubbing agai nst his ankl es.
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PORTRAI T CF A LADY AND A
GENTLEMAN

Rupert had di snmissed Val's story of what he had seen in
the hall in a very lofty manner. VWen his brother had
persisted in it, Rupert suggested that Val had better keep
out of the sun in the norning. For no trace of the thing

whi ch had troubl ed the house remni ned.

Ri cky hesitated between believing wholly in Val's tale
or just in his powers of inmmgination. And between them
his fam|ly drove himsulky to bed. He was still frowning,
or maybe it was a new frown, when he | ooked info the

bat hroom mirror the next norning as he dressed. For Va
knew that he had seen sonething in the hall, sonething

nmonst rous which had no right to be there.
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What had their rival said before he left? "Play it that

way and you won't be here a nonth fromnow " It was

j ust possi bl e—Vaj paused, half in, half out of, his shirt.
Could last night's adventure have had anything to do with
that threat? Two or three episodes of that sort m ght unset-
tle the strongest nerves and drive the occupants froma
house where such a shadow wal ked

Sonet hi ng el se nagged at the boy's nenory. Slowy he
traced back over the events of the day before, fromthe
monent when he had watched that queer swanp car craw
downstream After the visit of the rival, Lucy had cone to
stay. And then Ricky had started for Charity's while he
had gone down to the bayou where he net Jeens. That

was it. Jeens!

When Ri cky had hinted that he knew nore of the swanp

man the Ral estones did, why had he been so quick to
resent that remark? Could it be because he understood her
to nean that he knew nore of Pirate's Haven than they

di d?

And the thing in the Long Hall |ast night had known of
sone exit in the wall mat the Ral estones did not know of.
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It had faded into the base of the staircase. And yet, when
Val had gone over the paneling there inch by inch, he had
gai ned not hing but sore finger tips.

He tucked his ~shirt under his belt and | ooked down to

see if Sam Juni or had polished his boots as Lucy had
ordered her son to do. Save for a trace of nud by the right
heel, they had the proper mirror-1like surface.

"M stuh Val," Lucy's penetrating voice made him start
guiltily, "is yo' or is yo' aot comn' to breakfas'?"
119
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"I am" he answered and started downstairs at his
swi ftest pace.

The new rul er of their household was standing at the

foot of the stairs, her knuckles resting on her broad hips.
She eyed the boy sternly. Lucy eyed one, Val thought, nuch
as a Scotch nurse Ricky and he had once had. They had

never dared question any of Annie's decrees, and one | ook
from her had been enough to reduce themto instant order.
Lucy's eye had ne sane power. And now as she herded

Val into the dining-roomhe felt like a six-year-old with an

uneasy consci ence.

Rupert and Ricky were already seated and eating. That
is, Ricky was eating, but Rupert was reading his norning

mai | .
"Yo'all sits down, "said Lucy firmy, "an' yo'all eats

what's on the plate. Yo' ain' much fattah then a jay-bud."
"I don't see why she keeps conparing nme to a living
skeleton all the tine," Val conpl ained as she departed

ki t chenwar d

"She told Letty-Lou yesterday," supplied R cky through
a nout hful of popover, "mat you are 'peaked |ookin'.'

"Why doesn't she start in on Rupert? He needs another
ten pounds or so." Val reached for nme butter. "And he
hasn't got a very good color, either." Val surveyed his
brot her professionally. "Doesn't get outdoors enough."

"No," Ricky's voice sounded aggrieved, "he's too
busy havi ng secrets—

"Hm " Rupert nmurnured, nore interested in his let-
ter than in the conversation.
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"The trouble is that we are not Chinese bandits, Ml ay
pirates, or Arab freebooters. W don't possess color, life,
enough—enough—'

"Sugar," Rupert interrupted Val, pushing his coffee-cup
in me general direction of R cky without raising his eyes
fromthe page in his hand. She giggl ed.

"So that's what we |lack. Well, now we know. How

much sugar should we have, Rupert? Rupert—M. Rupert

Ral est one—M. Rupert Ral estone of Pirate's Haven!" Her

voi ce grew | ouder and shriller until he did |ay down his
reading matter and really | ooked at themfor the first tinmne.

"VWhat do you want ?"

"Alittle attention,"” answered R cky sweetly. "W arent
Chi nese, Arabs, or Ml ays, but we are kind of nice to
know, aren't we, Val? If you'd only cone out of your
subconsci ous, or wherever you are nost of the tine,
you'd find that out w thout being told."

Rupert | aughed and pushed away his letters. "Sorry. |

pi cked up the bad habit of reading at breakfast when |
didn't have ny table brightened by your presence. | know, "
he becanme serious, "that | haven't been nuch of a famly
man. But there are reasons—

"VWi ch, of course, you can not tell us," flashed R cky.

His face lengthened ruefully. He pulled at his tie with an

enbarrassed frown. "Not yet, anyway. |— He funbl ed
with his napkin. "Ch, well, let me see how it conmes out
first."

Ri cky opened her eyes to their w dest extent and | eaned
forward, every inch of her expressing awe. "Rupert, don't
tell me that you are an inventor!" she cried.
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"Now | know that we'll end in the poorhouse,"” Val
observed.

Rupert had recovered his conposure. " 'l yam what |
yam' "he quot ed.

"Very well. Keep it to yourself then," pouted Ricky.

"W can have secrets too."
"l don't doubt it." He glanced at Val. "Unfortunately

you always tell them See any nore bogies |ast night, Val?
Did a big, black, fornless sonething reach out from under

the bed and clutch at you?"
But his brother refused to be drawn. "No, but when it

does I'Il sic it onto you. A big, black, form ess somnething
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is just what you need. And I'I|—=
, "Am 1 interrupting?" Charity stood in the door.

"Goodness! Haven't you finished breakfast yet? Do you
peopl e know that it is al nbst ten?"

"Madam we have bani shed tine." Rupert drew out the

chair at his left. "WII you favor us with your conpany?"
"1 thought you were going to be busy today," said
Ri cky as she rang for Letty-Lou and a fresh cup of coffee

for their guest.
"So did I," sighed Charity. "And | should be. 1|'ve got

this order, you know, and now | can't get any nodel s.

Why there should be a sudden dearth of themright now, |
can't imagine. 1 thought | could use Jeens again, but
sonmehow he isn't the type." She raised her cup to her Iips.
"Are you doing story illustrations?" asked Rupert, nore

ahve now than he had been all norning.
"Yes. A historical thriller for a magazi ne. They want a
RALESTONE LUCK

full -page cut for the first chapter and a hal f-page to illus-
trate the nost exciting scene. Then there're innunerable
smal l er ones. But die two |arge ones are what |'mworry-

ing about. | like to get the inportant stuff finished first,
and now | sinply can't get nodels who are the right
types."

"What's the story about?" demanded Ri cky.

"It's laid in Haiti during the French invasion |ed by

Napol eon's brother-in-law, the one who nmarried Pauline.
Al'l voodoo and aristocratic young hero and beautiful maiden

pursued by an officer of the black rebels. And," she

al most wailed, "here 1 amwith the clothes apread all over

my bed—the right costunmes, you know-waith no one to

wear them | went over to the Corners this norning and

cal l ed Johnson—-he runs a registration office for nmodel s—

but he couldn't prom se nme anyone." She bit absent-

m ndedly into a round spiced roll Ricky had placed before

her .

"Wait!" She laid down the roll in a preoccupied-fashion

and stared across the table. "Val, stand up."
Wonderi ng, he pushed back his chair and arose obediently.
"Turn your head a little nore to the right," Charity

ordered. "There, that's it! Nowtry to look as if there were
sonething all ready to spring at you fromthat coner over
there. ™

For one angry nmonment he thought that she had been told

of what had happened the night before and was baiting
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him as the others had done. But a sidew se gl ance showed
himthat her interest lay el sewhere. So he screwed up his
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features into what he Fondly hoped was a gri mand deadly
smle.

"For goodness sake, don't look as if you had eaten

green apples," R cky shot at him "Just put on that face
you wear when | show you a new hat. No, not that
sneering one; the other."

Rupert threw back his head and | aughed heartily. "Better
Il et himalone, Ricky. After all, it's his face."

"I"'mglad that soneone has pointed out that fact," Va
said stiffly, "because—=

"Ch, be quiet!" Charity |leaned forward across the table.
"Yes," she nodded, "you'll do."

"For what?" Val asked, slightly apprehensive.

"For nmy hero. O course your hair is too short and you
are rather too youthful, but | can disguise those points.
And, " she turned upon Ricky, "you can be the lady in

di stress. Wiich gives ne another idea. Do you suppose
that | mght use your terrace for a background and have
that big chair, the one with the high back?" she asked
Rupert.

"You nmay have anything you want within these walls,"
he answered lightly enough, but it was clear that he really
meant it.

"What am | supposed to do?" Val asked.

Charity considered. "I think I'Il try the action one
first," she said half to herself. "That's going to be the
most difficult. Ricky, will you send one of Lucy's children
over with me to help cany back the costunes and ny
mat eri al = She was al ready at the door.
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"Val and 1 will go instead," Ricky replied.

Sone twenty mnutes |ater Val was handed a suitcase

and told to use the contents to cover his back. Having
doubts of the wi sdom of the whole affair, he went reluc-
tantly upstairs to obey. But the result was not so bad. The
br oad- shoul dered, narrow wai sted coat did not fit himill,
though the shiny boots were at |east a size too |arge.
Timdly he went down. Ricky was the first to see him

"Val! You | ook like sonething out of a Regency novel
Rupert, look at Val. Doesn't he | ook wonderful ?"

Havi ng thus made public his enbarrassnment, she ran to
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the mirror to finish her own prinking. The high-waisted
Enpi re gown of soft green voile nmade her appear taller
than usual. But she walked with a little shuffle which
suggested that her ribbon-strapped slippers fitted her no
better than Val's boots did him Charity was coaxing

Ri cky's tight fashionable curls into a | ooser arrangenent
and tying a green ribbon about them This done, she
turned to survey Val

"I thought so," she said with satisfaction. "You are

just what | want. But," the tiny lines about her eyes
crinkled in amusenent, "at present you are just a little too
perfect. Do you realize that you have just fought off an
attack, led by a witch doctor, in which you were wounded,;

that you have struggled through a jungle for seven hours in
order to reach your betrothed; and that you are now facing
death by torture? | hardly think that you should | ook as if
you had just stepped out of the tailor's—=

"I've done all that?" Val demanded, sonmewhat staggered.
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"Well, the author says you have, so you' ve got to | ook

it. We'd better nmuss you up a bit. Let's see." She tapped
her fingernails against her teeth as she | ooked hi mup and
down. "Of with that coat first."

He wriggled out of the coat and stood with the glories of
his ruffled shirt fully displayed. "Now what?" he asked.

"This," she reached forward and ripped his |eft sleeve

to the shoulder. "Untie that cravat and take it off. Roll up
your other sleeve above the elbow That's right. Ricky,

you nmuss up his hair. Let a lock of it fall across his
forehead. No, not there—there. Good. Now he's ready for

the final touches." She went to the table where her paints
had been left. "Let's see—armine, that ought to be right.
This is water-color, Val, it'll all wash off in a mnute."

Across his smooth tanned cheek she dribbled a jagged
line of scarlet. Then instructing Ricky to bind the torn
edge of his sleeve above his el bow, she also stained the
bandage. "Well?" she turned to Rupert.

"He | ooks as though he had been through the wars al
right," he agreed. "But what about the costunme?"

"Ch, we needn't worry about that. They knew |'d have

to do this, so they duplicated everything. Now for you,

Ri cky. Pull your sleeve down off your shoul der and see if
you can tear the skirt up fromthe hemon that side—about
as far as your knee. Yes, that's fine. You' re ready now "

Rupert picked up fromthe table a sword and a | ong-
barrelled dueling pistol and |l ed the way out onto the terrace.
Charity pointed to the big chair in the sunlight.

"This will probably be hard for you two," she warned
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diemfrankly. "If you get tired, don't hesitate to tell ne.
I"ll give you a rest every ten mnutes. Val, you sit down in
the chair: Slunp over toward that armas if you were about
finished. No, nore linp than that. Now | ook straight

ahead. You are on nme terrace of Beauvallet. Beside you is
die girl you love. You are all that stands between her and
the bl ack rebels. Now take this sword in your right hand
and the pistol in your left. Lean forward a little. There!
Now don't nove; you've got just the pose | want. Ricky,
crouch down by the side of his chair with your armup so
mat you can touch his hand. You're terrified. There's
death, horrible death, before you!"

Val could feel Ricky's hand quiver against his. Charity
had nmade them both see and feel what she wanted themto.
They weren't in the peaceful sunlight on the terrace of
Pirate's Haven; they were mles farther south in the dark
|land of Haiti, the Haiti of nobre than a hundred years ago.
Before themwas a semitropical forest fromwhich at any
monent m ght crawl —death. Val's hand tightened on the
sword hilt; the pistol butt was clamry in his grip.

Rupert had put up the easel and laid out the paints. And
now, taking up her charcoal. Charity began to sketch with
clear, clean strokes.

Her nodel s' unaccustoned nuscl es cranped so that

when they shifted during their rest periods they grinmaced
with pain. Ricky whispered that she did not wonder nod-
els were hard to get. After a while Rupert went away

wi t hout Charity noticing his | eaving. The sun burned Val's
cheek where the paint had dried and he felt a trickle of
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moi sture edge down his spine. But Charity worked on,
thoroughly intent upon what was grow ng under her brushes.
It must have been close to noon when she was at | ast

i nt errupt ed.
"Hello there. Mss Biglow"

Two nen stood bel ow the terrace on a garden path. One
of themwaved his hat as Charity | ooked around. And

behi nd them stood Jeens.
"Go away, " said the worker, "go away, Judson Hol nes.

I haven't any time for you today."

"Not after I've conme all the way from New York to see
you?" he asked reproachfully. "Wy, Charity!" He had
the reddest hair Val had ever seen—and the honeli est
face—but his small-boy grin was friendliness itself.
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"Go away, " she repeated stubbornly.

"Nope!" He shook his head firmy. "I'm staying right
here until you forget that for at least a mnute." He

noti oned toward the picture.
Wth a sigh she put down her brush. "I suppose ||

have to hunor you."

"M ss Charity," Jeens had not taken his eyes fromthe
two nmodel s since he had arrived and he did not nove them
now, "what're they all fixed up like that fur?"

"It's a picture for a story," she explained. "A story
about Haiti in the old days—

"Ah reckon Ah know," he nodded eagerly, his face

suddenly alight. "That's wheah th' blacks kilt th' French
back in history times. Ah got ne a book 'bout it. A book
in handwitin', not printin,. Pere Armand | aned nme to

read it."
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Judson Hol nes' conpani on noved forward. "A book in
handwiting," he said slowy. "Could that possibly nean
a diary?"

Charity was wi ping her hands on a paint rag. "It mght.
New Orl eans was a port of refuge for a great many of the
French who fled the island during the slave uprising. It is
not i npossible."

"I've got to see it! Here, boy, what's your nane?" He
pounced upon Jeens. "Can you get that book here this
af t ernoon?"

Jeens drew back. "Ah ain't gonna bring no book heah
That's m ne an' you ain't gonna set eye on it!" Wth that
parting shot he was gone.

"But —but — protested the other, "I've got to see it.
Why, such a find mght be priceless."

M. Hol mes | aughed. "Curb your hunting instincts for

once, Creighton. You can't handl e a swanper that way.

Let's go and see Charity's masterpiece instead."

"l don't renmenber having asked you to," she observed.

"Ch, see here now, wasn't | the one who got you this
comm ssi on? And Creighton here is that strange ani nal

known as a publisher's scout. And publishers sometines

desire the services of illustrators, so you had better inpress
Creighton as soon as possible. Well," he | ooked at the

pi cture, "you have done it!"

Even Crei ghton, who had been inclined to stare back
over his shoulder at the point where Jeens di sappear ed,
now gave it nore than half his attention
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"I's that for Drums of Doon®?" he asked becom ng
suddenly crisp and professional
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"Yes."

"M ght do for the jacket of the book. Have M. Rich-
ards see this. Marvel ous types, where did you get then?"
he continued, |ooking fromthe canvas to Ri cky and Val

"Ch, | amsony. Mss Ralestone, nmay | present M.
Creighton, and M. Hol nes, both of New York. And
this," she snmiled at Val, "is M. Valerius Ral estone, the

brother of the owner of this plantation. The fanmly, |
believe, has lived here for about two hundred and fifty

years."
Crei ghton's manner becane a shade | ess brusque as he

took the hand Ricky held out to him "I mght have known
that no professional could get that |ook," he said.

"Then this isn't your place?" M. Holmes said to Char-
ity after he had greeted the Ral estones.

"M ne? Goodness no! | rent the old overseer's house.

Pirate's Haven is Ral estone property."
"Pirate's Haven." Judson Hol nes' infectious grin

reappeared. "A rather suggestive nane."

"The builder intended to nane it 'King' s Acres' be-

cause it was a royal grant,"” Val inforned him "But he

was a pirate, so the other nane was given it by the country
folk and he adopted it. And he was right in doing so

because there were other freebooters in the famly after his

tine. "

"Yes, we are even equipped with a pirate ghost,"

contributed Ricky with a mischievous glance in her brother's
direction.

Hol mes fanned hinself with his hat. "So romance isn't

130

RALESTONE LUCK

dead after all. Well, Charity, shall we stay—n town |
mean?"

"VWhy?" a thin |line appeared between her eyes as if she
had little Iiking for such a plan.

"Well, Creighton is here on die track of a nysterious
new witer who is threatening to produce a second Gone
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with the Wnd. And | —aell, | like the climate."
"We'll see,” muttered Charity.
131
10
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In spite of the fact that they received but | ukewarm encour -
agenent from Charity, both Hol nes and Creighton |in-

gered on in New Ol eans. M. Creighton nade severa

attenpts to get in touch with Jeens, whom he seened to
suspect of concealing vast literary treasures. And he spent
one hot norning going through the trunk of papers which

the Ral estones had found in the storage-room R cky com
ment ed upon the fact that being a publisher's scout was

al rost |i ke being an anti que buyer,

Hol mes was a perfect foil for his laboring friend. He
| ounged away hi s days draped across the settee on Charity's
il
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gallery or sitting down on the bayou | evee—after she had
chased hi m away—pi t ching pebbles into the water. He told
all of themthat it was his vacation, the first one he had
had in five years, and that he was going to nake the nost
of it. Conpanioned by Creighton, he usually enlarged the
famly circle in the evenings. And the tales he could tel
about the far conmers of the earth were as wildly romantic
as Rupert's—though he did assure his listeners that even
Ti bet was very tane and well| behaved nowadays.

Charity had finished the first illustration and had started
another. This time. Ricky and Val appeared polished and
conmbed as if they had just stepped out of a ball-roomof a
governor's pal ace—whi ch they had, according to the story.

It was during her second norning' s work upon this that

she threw down her brush with a snort of disgust.

"It's no use, "she told her nodels, "I sinply can't
work on this now. Al | can see is that scene where the
hero's mulatto hal f-brother watches the ball fromthe
underbrush. I've got to do that one first."

"Way don't you then?" Ricky stretched to relieve
cranped nuscl es

"I would if | could get Jeens. He's my nodel for the
brother. He's enough like you, Val, for the resenbl ance,
and his darker tan is just right for color. But he won't
come back while Creighton's here. | could wing that
man' s neck!"

"But Creighton left for MIlneburg this norning," Va

rem nded her. "Rupert told himabout the old voodoo rites
whi ch used to be celebrated there on June 24th, St. John's
Eve, and he wanted to see if there were any records—
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"Yes. But Jeens doesn't know he's gone. If we could
only get in touch with himJeens, | nean."

"M ss ' Chanda!"
Sam Two, as they had cone to call Sanis el dest son

and heir, was standing on the | owest step of the terrace,
hol ding a small covered basket in his hands.

"Yes?"

"Letty-Lou say this amfo' yo'. Mss 'Chanda."
"For me?" Ricky |ooked at the offering in surprise.
"But what in the world—Bring it here, Sam"

"Yas'm"
He laid the basket in Ricky's outstretched hands.

"I've never seen anything like this before." She turned
it around. "It seens to be woven of sone awfully fine

grass—
"That's swanp work." Charity was peering over Ricky's
shoul der. "Open it."

Inside on a nest of rawwild cotton lay a bracel et of
pol i shed wood carved with an odd design of curling lines
whi ch remi nded Val of Spanish moss. And with the circlet

was a small purse of scal ed hide.

"Swanp oak and baby alligator," burst out Charity.
"Aren't they beauties?"
"But who— began Ri cky.

Val picked up a scrap of paper which had fluttered to
the floor. It was cheap stuff, ruled with faint blue Iines,
but the witing was bold and clear: "M ss R chanda

Ral est one. "

"It's yours all right." He handed her the paper.
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"I know." She tucked the note away with the gifts. "It
was Jeens."

"Jeens? But why?" her brother protested.

"Wel |, yesterday when | was down by the | evee he was
comng in and | knew that M. Creighton was here and
told him So," she colored faintly, "then he took me
across the bayou and | got sone of those big swanp lilies
that |'ve always wanted. And we had a long talk. Val,
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Jeens knows the npbst wonderful things about the swanps.

Do you know that they still have voodoo neetings
sonet i mes—way back in there, ".she swept her hand

southward. "And the fur trappers |ive on houseboats,

renting their hunting rights. But Jeens owns his own |and.
Now sonme northerners are prospecting for oil. They have a
queer sort of .car which can travel either on | and or water.
And Pere Armand has church records that date back to the

m ddl e of the eighteenth century. And—

"So that's where you were fromfour until al nost six,"
Val laughed. "I don't know that | approve of this riotous
living. WIIl Jeens take nme to pick the lilies too?"

"Maybe. He wanted to know why you al ways nmoved so
carefully. And | told himabout the accident. Then he said
the oddest thing— She was staring past Val at the oaks.
"He said that to fly was worth bei ng smashed up for and
that he envied you."

"Then he's a fool!" her brother said pronptly. "Nothing
is worth— Val stopped abruptly. Five nonths before he
had made a bargain with hinself; he was not going to
break it now.

"Do you know," Ricky said to Charity, "if you really
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need Jeenms this nmorning, | think | can get himfor you. He
told me yesterday how to find his cabin.

"But why— The objection cane al nost at once from
Charity. Val thought she was nmore than a little surprised
that Jeens, who had steadfastly refused to give her the
same information, had supplied it so readily to Ricky
whom he hardly knew at all.

"I don't know," answered Ricky frankly. "He was
rat her queer about it. Kept saying that the tinme m ght cone
when | woul d need help, and things like that."

"Charity," Val was putting her brushes straight, "I

| earned | ong ago that nothing can be kept from Ri cky.
Sooner or later oae spills out his secrets.”

"Except Rupert!" Ricky aired her old grievance.

"Per haps Rupert," her brother agreed.

"Anyway, | do know where Jeens |lives. Do you want

me to get himfor you. Charity?"

"Certainly not, child! Do you think mat I'd |l et you go
into the swanp? Wy, even nen who know sonet hi ng of
woodcraft think twice before attenpting such a trip with-

out a guide. O course you' re not going! | think," she put
her paint-stained hand to her head, "that |1'm going to have
one of mny sick headaches. |1'Il have to go home and lie

down for an hour or two."
"I"'msorry." Ricky's synpathy was qui ck and warm

"I's there anything | can do?"
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Charity shook her head with a rueful smle. "Tinme is
the only nedicine for one of these. I'll see you later."

"Just the sanme,"” Ricky stood |ooking after her, "I'd
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like to know just what is going on in the swanp right
now. "

"Why?" Val asked |ightly.

"Because—wel |, just because," was her provoking

answer. "Jeens was so odd yesterday. He tal ked as if-as

if there were sone threat to us or him | wonder if there is
sonet hing wong." She frowned.

"Of course not!" her brother made pronpt answer.
"He's nerely gone off on one of those nysterious trips of
his."

"Just the same, what if there were sonething wong?
We m ght go and see.”

"Nonsense! " Val snapped. "You heard what Charity
sai d about going into the swanp alone. And there is
nothing to worry about anyway. Cone on, let's change.
And then | have sonmething to show you."

"What ?" she demanded

"Wait and see." His ruse had succeeded. She was no
| onger | ooking swanmpward wi th that gl eam of purpose in
her eye.

"Come on then," she said, prodding himinto action

Val changed slowy. If one didn't care about nucking

around in the garden, as Ricky seenmed to delight in doing,
there was so little in the way of occupation. He thought of
the days as they spread before him A little riding, a great
anount of casual readi ng and—what el se? Was the South
"getting" himas the tropics are supposed to "get" the

Nor t her ners?

That unl ucky neeting with a nountaintop had effec-
tively despoiled himof his one anbition. Soldiers with
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gane legs are not wanted. He couldn't paint like Charity,
he couldn't spin yans |ike Rupert, he possessed a m nd

too inaccurate to cope with the intricacies of any science.
And as a busi ness man he woul d probably be a good street

cl eaner.

VWhat was left? Well, the surprise he had prom sed
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Ri cky might cover the problem As he reached for a
certain black note-book, soneone knocked on his door
"M stuh Val, wheah's M ss ' Chanda? She ain't here,

an' Ah wants to—

Lucy stood in the hall. The light fromthe round wi n-

dow was reflected fromevery corrugated wave of her

pai nfully marcelled hair. Her vast flowered dress had been
thriftily covered with a dull-green bib-apron and she had
changed her smart slippers for the shapel ess gray relics she
wor e indoors. Just now she | ooked warmand tired. After

all, running two househol ds was sonething of a task even

for Lucy.

"Why, she should be in her room W cane up to
change. M ss Chanty's gone hone with a headache. What
was it you wanted her for?"

"M stuh Val"—she thrust a nound of snowy and
beruffled white stuff at hi m~These curtains has got to
be hung. An' does Mss 'Chanda want 'emin her room or

not ?"
"Better put themup. I'Il tell her about it. Here wait, |et
me open that door."

Val 1 ooked into Ricky's room As usual, it appeared as
though a whirlwind, a small whirlw nd but a thorough one,
had passed through it. Her discarded costune |ay tunbled
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across the bed and her slippers lay on the fl oor, one upside
down. He stooped to set them straight.

"It do beat all," Lucky said frankly as she put her

burden down on a chair, "how dat chile nake a ness

Now yo', M stuh Val, jest put everythin' jest so. But Mss
' Chanda | eave hers which way afore Sunday! Looka dat

now. " She pointed to the hal f-opened door of the closet.

A slip lay on the floor. Ricky nust have been in a hurry;

that was a little too untidy even for her.

A sudden suspicion sent Val into the closet to investigate.

Ri cky's wardrobe was not so extensive that he did not

know every dress and article init very well. It did not take
himnmore than a nonent to see what was nissing

"Did Ricky go riding?" Val asked. "Her habit is gone."

"She ain' gone 'cross de bayo' fo' de hoss," answered
Lucky, reaching for the curtain rod. "Anyway, Samtook
dat critter to be shoed.”

"Then where— But Val knew his Ricky only too
wel | .

She had a certain stubborn will of her own. Sonetines
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opposition nerely drove her into doing ne forbidden thing.
And the swanp had been forbidden. But could even R cky

be such a fool? Certain nenories of the past testified, mat
she coul d. But how? Unl ess she had taken Saml s boat —

Wthout a word of explanation to Lucy, he dashed out

of the room and downstairs at his best pace. As he left the
house Val broke into a stunbling run. There was just a
chance that she had not yet left the plantation

But the bayou | evee was deserted. And the post where
Sam s boat was usually noored was bare of rope; the boat
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was gone. OF course Sam Two mi ght have taken it across

the streamto the farm
That hope was extingui shed as the snall brown boy

came out of the bushes along the stream side.
"Sam have you seen M ss 'Chanda?" Val demanded.

"Yessuh."
"Where?" Carrying on a conversation with Sam Two

was |ike prying dianonds out of a rock. He possessed a
rooted distaste for talking.

"Heah, suh."

"When?"

"Jest ali'l while ago."
"Where did she go?"

Sam poi nt ed downstream
"Did she take the boat?"

"Yessuh." And nen for the first time since Val had
known hi m Sam vol unteered a piece of information. "She

say she a-goin' in de swanp."

Val | eaned back agai nst the bole of one of the will ows.
Then she had done it! And what could he do? If he had
any idea of her path, he could follow her while Sam
aroused Rupert and the house.

"If 1 only knew where— he nused al oud.

"She a-goin' to see dat swanper Jeens," Sam conti nued.
"Heh, hen," a sudden cackle of laughter rippled across
his lips. "Dat ol e swanper think he so sma't. Think no

one find his house—~
"Sam " Val rounded upon him "Do you know where

Jeens |ives?"
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"Yessuh." He twi sted the one shoulder-strap of his
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overalls and Val guessed that his know edge was sormre-
thing he was either ashaned of or afraid to tell.

"Can you take ne there?"
He shook his head. "I ain' a-goin' in here, | ain!"

"But, Sam you've got to! Mss 'Chanda is in there. She
may be lost. We've got to find her!" Val insisted.

Sami's thin shoul ders shook and he slid backward as if to

avoid the white boy's reach. "l ain't a-goin' in dere," he
repeated stubbornly. "Effen yo' wants to go i n—tooky,
Mstuh Val, | tells yo' de way an' yo' goes." He brightented

at this solution. "Yo' kin take pappy's othah boat; it's
downstream behin' demw Ilows. Den yo' goes down to

de secon' hig pile o' willows. Behin' is ali'l bitty bayo,.
Yo' goes up dat 'til yo' cones to a fur rack. After dat
Jeens got a way marked on trees."

Wth that he turned and ran as if all the terrors of the
night were on his trail. There was nothing for Val to do
but to follow his directions. And the |onger he |lingered
before setting out the bigger |ead R cky was getting.

He found the canoe behind the willows as Sam had sai d.
Awkwar dly he pushed of f, hoping that Lucy would pry the
whol e story out of her son and put Rupert on their track as
soon as possi bl e.

The second clunp of willows was sonething of a

| andmark, a huge matted mass of sucker and branch, the

|l ower tips of the long, frond-like tw gs sweeping the nurky
water. A snake swimrng with its head just above the
surface wiggled to the bank as Val cut into the snall

hi dden stream Sam had tol d hi m of

Vi nes and water plants had al nost choked this, but there
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was a passage through the center. And one tough spi ke of
veget ati on whi ch snapped back into his face bore a deep

cut fromwhich the sap was still oozing. The snmall stinging
flies and nmosquitoes followed and hung over himlike a

fog of disconfort. H's skin was swollen and rough, irri-
tated and itching. And in this green-covered way the heat
seenmed al nost solid. Drops of noisture dripped fromfore-
head and chin, and his hair was plastered tight to his skull

Frogs | eaped fromthe bank into the water at the sound

of his coming. In the shallows near the bank, crawfish
scuttl ed under water-logged | eaves and stones at this distur-
bance of their world. Twice the bayou wi dened out into a
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sort of pool where the trees grew out of the nuddy water
and all sorts of lilies and bulb plants bl ossonmed in riotous
conf usi on.

Once a nuskrat waddl ed into the protection of the bushes.
And Val saw sonething like a small cat drinking. But that
fai nt shadow di sappeared noi sl essly al nost before the wa-
ter trickled fromhis uprai sed paddl e.

Clunps of wild rice were the neeting grounds for flocks
of screaming birds. A snowwhite egret waded sol emmly
across “a nud-ri med pocket. And once a snake, nore
dangerous than the swimrer Vai had first encountered,
betrayed its presence by the flicker of its tongue.

The snell of me steanmi ng nud, the decayi ng vegetation

and t he nanel ess evils hidden deeper in this water-rotted
| and was an added torment. The boy shook a large red ant
fromits grip in the flesh of his hand and w ped the
streamng perspiration fromhis face

It was then that the canoe floated al nbst of its own
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volition into a dead and distorted strip of country. Bl ack
wat er whi ch gave off an evil odor covered al nost half an
acre of ground. Fromthis arose die tw sted, gaunt gray
skel etons of dead oaks. To conplete the drear picture a
row of rusty-black vultures sat along die broad naked |inmb
of die nearest of these hulks, their red-raw heads upraised
as they croaked and sidl ed up and down.

But die bayou Val was following nerely skirted this
region, and in a few nonents he was agai n sheltered by
fl ower-grown banks. Then he came upon a structure which
must have been die fur rack Sam Two had al luded to, for
here was their other boat npored to a convenient wll ow.

Val fastened the canoe beside it. The turf seemed springy,
though here and there it gave way to patches of dark nud.
It was on one of these that Ricky had left her mark in die
clean-cut outline of die sole of her riding-boot.

Wth a | ast desperate slap at a nosquito Val headed

inland, following with ease mat trail of footprints. R cky
was suffering, too, for her rashness he noted with satisfac-
ti on when he discovered a long curly hair fast in die grip
of a thorny branch he scraped under.

But the path was not a bad one. And die farther he went
the nore solid and ne dryer it became. Once he passed
through a snall clearing, man-made, where three or four
cotton bushes huddl ed together forlornly in conpany with
a |l uxuriant nelon patch.

And di e nelon patch was separated by only a few feet

of underbrush from Jeens' domain. In nme mddle of a
clearing was a sturdy platform reinforced with upright
posts and standi ng about four feet fromnme surface of die
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ground. On this was a small cabin constructed of slabs, of
baric-covered wood. As a dwelling it mght be crude, but it
had an air of scrupul ous neatness. A short distance to one
side of the platformwas a well-built chicken-run, now

i nhabited by five hens and a ragged-tail ed cock

The door of the cabin was shut and there were no signs
of life save the chickens. But as Val |owered hinself
painfully onto the second step of the |adder-like stairs
| eading up to the cabin, he thought he heard soneone
movi ng around. d ancing up, he saw Ri cky staring down

at him open-nout hed.
"Hell o," she called, for one of the fewtines in her life

real |l y astounded.
"Hello," Val answered shortly and shifted his weight to

try to relieve the ache in his knee. "Nice day, isn't it?"
144
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Val! \What are you doi ng here?" she denanded.

"Fol | owi ng you. Good grief, giri," he expl oded, "haven't
you any better sense than to cone into the swanp this
way ?"

Ri cky's nouth lost its |aughing curve and her eyes

seemed to narrow. She was, by all the signs, distinctly

annoyed.
"It's perfectly safe. | knew what | was doing."
"Yes? Well, | will enjoy hearing Rupert's remarks on

that subject when he catches up with us," snapped her
br ot her.
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"Val!" She | ost sonething of her defiant attitude. He
guessed that for all her boasted independence his sister was
slightly afraid of M. Rupert Ralestone. "Val, he isn't

com ng, too, is he?"
"He is if he got ny message." Val stretched his |eg

cautiously. The cranp was slowy | eaving the nuscles and
he felt as if he could stand the renmi ning ache wi t hout
wincing. "I sent Sam Two back to tell Rupert where his
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famly had el oped to. Frankly, Ricky, ms wasn't such a
smart trick. You know what Charity said about the swanps.
Even the little I've seen of mem has given ne ideas."

"But there was nothing to it at all," she protested. "Jeens
told me just howto get here and | only foll owed directions.”

Val chose to ignore this, being hot, tired, and in no
nmood for one of those |ong argunents such as Ri cky
enjoyed. "By the way, where is Jeens?" He | ooked about
himas if he expected the swanper to materialize out of

thin air.
Ri cky sat down on the edge of ne platform and dangl ed

her booted feet. "Don't know. But he'll be here sooner or
later. And | don't feel |ike going back through the swanmp
just yet. The flies are awful. And did you see those
dreadful vultures on that dead tree? What a place! But the
flowers are wonderful and | saw a real live alligator, even
if it was a small one." She rubbed her scarf across her
forehead. "Whew! It seens hotter here than it does at

hone.
"This outing was all your idea," Val reninded her

"And we'd better be getting back before Rupert calls out
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the Marines or the State Troopers or sonething to track us
down. "

Ri cky pouted. "Not going until |I'mready. And you
can't drag ne if | dig ny heels in."

"l have no desire to be enbroiled in such an undignified
struggl e as you suggest,” he told her loftily. "But neither
do | yearn to spend the day here. |'mhungry. | wonder if
our absent host possesses a |arder?"

"If he does, you can't raid it," Ricky answered. "The
door's | ocked, and mat |ock," she pointed to the bright

di sk of brass on the solid cabin door, "is a good one. |'ve
already tried a hairpin on it," she added shanel essly.

They sat awhile in silence. A wandering breeze had

found its way into the clearing, and with it cane the
fragrance of flowers bl ossonm ng under the sun. The chi cken
famly were pursuing a wormw th nore energy than Va

deci ded he woul d have cared to expend in that heat, and a
heavily | aden bee rested on the lip of a sunflower to brush
its legs. Val's eyelids drooped and he found hinsel f think-
ing dream |y of a hammck under the trees, a pillow, and

I ong hours of lazy dozing. At the sanme tine a coner of his
brain was sending forth naggi ng nmessages that they shoul d
be up and off, back to their own proper world. But he
simply did not have the will power to get up and go.

"Ni ce place," he nurmured, |ooking about with nore
approbation than he woul d have granted the clearing sone
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ten mnutes earlier.

"Yes, '
here. "

answered Ricky. "It would be nice to live

Val was begi nning to say sonethi ng about "no bat htubs"
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when a sound aroused themfromtheir |ethargy. Soneone
was coning down the path. Ricky's hand fell upon her

brot her's shoul der.

"Qui ck! Up here and behind the house," she urged
hi m

Not knowi ng just why he obeyed, Val scranbled up on

the tiny platformand scuttled around behind the cabin.
Why they should hide thus fromJeens who had given

Ri cky directions for reaching the place and had asked her
to cone, was nore than he could understand. But he had a
faint, uneasy feeling of mstrust, as if they had been
caught off guard at a critical nonent.

"This the place. Red?" The clipped words sounded
cl ear above the murnurs of life fromswanp and woods.

"Yeah. Bumtlookin' joint, ain't it? These guys ain't got

no brains; they like to live like this." The contenpt ofl he
second speaker was only surpassed by the stridency of his
voi ce.

"What about this boy?" asked the first.

"Dunmb kid. Don't know yet who his friends is." There
was a satisfied grunt as the speaker sat down on the step
Val had so lately vacated. Ricky pressed closer to her

br ot her.
"What about the cabin?"

"He ain't here. And it's |ocked, see? You'd think he

kept the crown jewels there." The tickling scent of a
cigarette drifted back to the two in hiding. "Beats nme how
he slipped away this norning without Pitts catching on

For two cents |'d spring that |ock of his—

"Isn'"t worth the trouble," replied the other decisively.
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"These trappers have no noney except at the end of the
fur season, and then nost of themare in debt to the
st orekeepers. "

"Then why—
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"l sometines wonder," the voice was coldly cutting,

"why | continue to enmploy you. Red. What profit would |
find in a cabin like this? | want what he knows, not what
he has."

Havi ng thus reduced his henchman to silence, the speaker
went on snmoothly, as if he were thinking aloud. "Wth

Si npson doing so well in town, we're close to the finish
This swanper nust tell us— H's voice trailed away.

Except for the creaking of wood when the sitter shifted his

position, there was no other sound.

Then Red nust have grown restless, for someone stanped

up to the platformand rattled the chain on the cabin door
aggressively. Val flattened back against the wall. Wat if
the fellowtook it into his head to wal k around?

"Gonna wait here all day?" demanded Red.

"As it is necessary for ne to have a word with him we

will. This waste of time is the product of Pitts' stupidity.
shall renmenber that. It is entirely needless to use force
except as a last resource. Now that this swanper's suspi-
cions are aroused, we nay have trouble."

"Yeah? Well, we can handl e that. But how do yuh
know that this guy has the stuff?"

"l can at |east believe the evidence of ny own eyes,"

the other replied with bored contenpt. "I came down river

al one the night of the stormand saw himon the | evee. He
has a way of getting into the house all right. | saw himin
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these. And he doesn't go through any of die doors, either.

| nmust know how he does it."
"Al'l right. Boss. And what if you do get in? What are

we supposed to be |ookin' for?"

"What those bright boys up there found a few days ago.

That clerk told us that they'd discovered whatever the girl
was tal king about in the office that day. And we've got to
get that before Sinpson comes into court with his suit. I'm
not going to lose fifty grand.” The | ast sentence ended
abruptly as if the speaker had snapped his teeth shut upon

a word |ike a dog upon its quarry.

"What does this guy Jeenms go to the house for?" asked
Red.

"Who knows? He seens to be hunting sonething too.

But that's not our worry. If it's necessary, we can play

ghost also. |I've got to get into that house. If | can do it the
way this Jeens does, without having to break i n—so nuch

the better. W don't want the police anbling around here
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just now. "
Val stiffened. It didn't require a Sherlock Holnes to get

the kernel of truth out of the conversation he had over heard.
"Ni ght of the storm™" "play ghost," were enough. So
Jeens had been the ghost. And ne swanper knew a secret

way into the house!
"Wait," Ricky's lips formed the words by his ear as

Val stirred restlessly. "Soneone else is comng."

"I don't like the set-up in town," Red was saying
peevi shly. "That snpoth nout hpiece is asking too darn
many questions. He's al ways aski ng Sinpson about things
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in the past. If you hadn't got Simthat famly history to
study, he'd been behind bars a dozen tinmes by now "

"And he had better study it," comented the other

dryly, "because he is going to be word perfect before the
case conmes to court, if it ever does. There are not going to
be any slip-ups in this deal."

" '"Mother thing | don't like," broke in the other, "is
this Waverly guy. 1 don't like his face."

"No? Well, doubtless he would change it if you asked
himto. And | do not think it is wise of you to be too
critical of plans which were made by deeper thinkers than
yoursel f. Sonetines, Red, you weary ne."

There was no reply to that harsh judgment. And now

Val could hear what Ricky had heard earlier—a faint sw sh
as of a paddle through water. Again Ricky's |ips shaped
words he coul d barely hear

"Spur of bayou runs along here in back. Someone
comng up fromthere."

"Jeens?"
" Maybe. "

"We'd better— Val notioned toward the front of the
cabin. Ricky shook her head. Jeens was to be allowed to
meet the intruders unwar ned.

"This swanper nmay be tough," ventured Red.

"We've net hard cases before," answered the other
significantly.

Red noved again, as if flexing his muscles.

"One boy, and a small one at that, shouldn't force you
to undergo all that preparation," goaded the Boss.
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Ri cky must get away at once, her brother decided.
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St ubbor nness or no stubbornness, she nust go this tine.

Wiy he didn't think of going hinmself Val never afterwards
knew. Perhaps he possessed a spark of the fanmily |ove of
danger, after all, but nostly he clung to his perch because
of that last threat. Whoever Jeens was or whatever he had
done, he was one and alone. And he might relish another

pl ayer on his side. But Ricky nust go.

He said as much in a fierce whisper, only to have her

grin recklessly back at him In pantom nme she gestured

mat he might try to nake her. Val decided that he should
have known the result of his efforts. Ricky was a Ral estone,
too. And short of throwing her off the platformand so
unmaski ng t hensel ves conpl etely, he could not nove her

agai nst her wll.
"No," she whispered. "They're planning trouble for

Jeens. He'll probably need us."

"Well," Val cautioned her, "if it gets too tough, you've
got to promise to cut downstream for help. We'll be able
to use it."

She nodded. "It's a prom se. But we've got to stand by

Jeens if he needs us."
"//he does— Val was still suspicious. "He may fal

in with their suggestions.

Ri cky shook her head. "He isn't that kind. | don't care if
he has been pl ayi ng ghost."

Soneone was wal ki ng al ong the path anong t he bushes
bordering the back of the clearing. Al though they could
hear no sound, they could nmark the passing of a body by
the swish of die foliage. Val lay, face down, on the

pl atform and reached for a stick of wood lying on the

152
RALESTONE LUCK

ground bel ow. Sonehow he did not like to think of being
caught enpty-handed when t he excitenent began

"Hello." It was Red, suddenly genial. The Ral estones
could al nost feel the radiance of the smile which nust
have split his face

"Whatta yo' doin' heah?" That was Jeens, and his
demand was sharply hostile.

"Now, bub, don't get us wong." That was Red, stil

genial. "I know ny pal sorta flew off his base this nonin'.
But it was all in fun, see? So we ki nda wanted yuh to stick
around till he cane and not do the run-out on us. And now
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t he Boss has cone down here so we can tal k business al
friendly Iike."

"Shut up. Red!" Having so bottled his conpanion's
fl ow of words, the other spoke directly to Jeens. "My
men made a mistake. Al right. That's over and done with;

they'Il get theirs. Now let's get down to business. What do
you know about that big plantation up river, die one called
"Pirate's Haven'?"

"Nothin'." Jeens' answer was clear. The hostility was
gone from his voice; nothing renai ned but an even
t onel essness.

"Conme now, | know you have reason to be hot. But this

is business. I'll make it worth your while—=
"Nothin'," answered Jeenms as concisely as before.
"You can't expect us to believe that. | followed you one

ni ght."

"Yo' did?" The chall enge was unni st akabl e.
"I did. So you see | know sonething of you. Sonething
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whi ch even the present owner does not. Say the ghost in
the hall, for exanple."

There was the sound of a deeply drawn breath.

"So you see it is to your advantage to listen to us,"
continued the Boss snoothly.

"What do yo' want?"

Val knew di sappoi ntnent at that question. Wuld Jeens
surrender as easily as that?

"Just an expl anation of how you get into the house

unseen. "

"Yo' Il nevah know " The swanper's reply came swift

and cl ear.

"No? Well, 1'd think twice before 1 held to that answer

if I were you," purred the other softly. "A word to the
Ral est ones about those nightly wai ks of yours—

"Wn't give yo' what yo' want," replied Jeens shrewdly.

"l see. Perhaps | have been using the wong approach,”
observed the Boss conposedly. "You work for a |iving,
don't you?"

"Yes."

"Then you know the val ue of noney. Wat is your
price? Cone on, we won't haggle."
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The Boss' inpatience colored his tone. "How nmuch do
you want for this informtion?"

“Nothin'!"
" Not hi ng?"

"Ah ain't said nothin' an" Ah ain't a-goin' to say
nothin'. An' yo' bettah be a-gittin' often this heah | and of
mne afo' —=
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"Before what, swanper?" Red was taking a hand in the
garre.

"Yo' can't fright'n me with that gun," came calmy
enough from Jeens. "Yo' ain't a-goin' to risk shootin'—

"There ain't no witnesses here, kid. And there ain't no
| aw back in these swanps. Yuh're gonna tell the Boss
what he wants to know an' yuh're gonna spill it quick
see? | know sone ways of naking guys squeal —=

At that suggestion Val's fingers tightened on his club
and Ri cky choked back a cry as her brother crept toward
the coner of the cabin. Their mel odrama was fast taking
on the color of tragedy.

"So yuh better speak up." Red was still encouraging
Jeens.

There was no i mredi ate answer fromthe swanper, but

Ri cky touched Val's arm and nodded toward the bushes.
She had decided that it was time for her to | eave. He
agreed eagerly. She dropped lightly to the ground and he
wat ched her craw away unnoticed by those in front who
were so intent upon the baiting of their quarry.

"Three m nutes, swanper'"”

Ri cky was gone, free from whatever night devel op. Va
edged forward and for the first tinme peered around the
coner of the cabin. The two assailants were still only
voi ces, but he could see Jeens. The swanper's face was
brui sed and there was a snear of dried bl ood across one
cheek as if he had al ready been roughly handl ed. But he
stood at ease, facing the cabin. H's hands were hangi ng
| oosely at his sides and he was seem ngly unconcerned by
what confronted him Suddenly his eyes flickered to the
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bushes at one side. Had Ri cky betrayed herself, Val won-
dered breathl essly.
Cl ear now of the cabin, Val wiggled his way around

the platform In a nminute he would be able to see the Boss
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and Red. He gripped the club

Then Jeens stared straight into his face. But the swanper
gave no sign of seeing Val. And that, to the boy's mnind,
was the greatest feat of all that afternoon. For Val knew
that if he had been in Jeens' place he would have betrayed

them both in his surprise.
The others were at |last visible, their backs to Val

Nervously he sized themup. The Boss was tall and thin,
but his novenents suggested possession of wiry strength.
Red, his brick-colored hair nmaking himeasy to identify,
was shorter and thick across the shoul ders, but his waist-
line was also thick and the boy thought that his wi nd was
bad. O the two, the Boss was the nore dangerous. Red

m ght lose his head in a sudden attack, but not the Boss.

Val decided to tackle the latter.
Slowmy he got fromhis knees to his feet. After the first

qui ck gl ance, Jeens hadn't | ooked at him but Val knew
that the swanper was ready and waiting to take advantage

of any diversion he mght neke.

"Three m nutes are up, swanper. So yuh've decided to
be tough, eh?"

"Whatta yo' wanna know?" Jeens' question held their

attention.

"W have told you several tines," answered the Boss,

his tenper beginning to fray visibly. "What is the trick of
getting into that house?"
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"Well," Jeens. raised his hand to rub his ear, turn

to the left—

yo

So he agreed with the listener. Val was to take the Boss
on his left. He gathered his feet under himfor the |eap
whi ch he hoped would | and himfull upon the invader.

"Yes?" pronpted ne man inpatiently as Jeens hesitated.
At that norment Val sprang.

But his gane | eg betrayed hi magain. Instead of |anding
cleanly upon the other, he came down draggingly across

the Boss's shoul ders. The gun roared and then the attacked
man | ashed back a vicious blow which split the skin over
Val ' s cheekbone.

For the next three mnutes Val was nore than occupi ed.
Hi s opponent was a dirty fighter, and when he had recov-
ered fromhis surprise he was nore than the boy could
handl e. Val's club was tw sted out of his hands, and he
found hinself fighting wildly to keep the man's cl aw ng
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fingers fromhis eyes. They were both rolling on the
ground, flailing out at each other. Twice Val tasted his
own bl ood when one of the eneny's vicious jabs gl anced
along his face. Either blow would have finished Val had it
| anded cl ean.

Then in a sudden turn the Boss caught himin a deadly
body-1 ock which left himhal f-stunned and panting, at his
mercy. And there was no nmercy in the man. Wen Va

| ooked up into that flushed, snarling face, he knew t hat he
was as hopel ess as a trapped aninal. The man coul d—and

woul d—finish himat his |eisure

"This way, Rupert! Sam" the cry reached even Val's
dul | ed ears.
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The nman above himstirred. The boy saw the Mod-| ust

fade fromhis eyes and apprehension take its place. He got
to his feet, launching a last bruising kick at Val's ribs
before he linped across the clearing. On his way he haul ed
Red to his feet. They were going, not toward the path from
the bayou, but around the house on the trail that Jeens had
foll owed. Val struggled up and | ooked around. The turf

was torn and gouged. In the dust lay his club and Red's

revol ver.
And by the steps |lay sonething else, a slight brown

figure. Painfully the boy got to his feet and | urched across
to Jeens.

158

12

THERALESTONES BRI NG HOVE
A RELUCTANT QUEST

The swanper was |ying on his back, his eyes closed. From
a great purple welt across his forehead bl ood oozed
sl uggi shly. Wen Val touched himhe npaned faintly,

"Val! Are you hurt? What's the matter?" R cky was
upon themlike a whirlw nd out of the bush

"Jeens stopped a nasty one," her brother panted.

"I's he— She dropped down in the dust beside them
"He's knocked out, and he'll have a bad headache for

sonme time, but | don't think it's any worse than that."

Ri cky had pulled out a m croscopic bit of handkerchi ef
and was dabbing at the blood in an amateurish way. Jeens
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moaned and turned his head as if to get away from her
m ni strations.

"Where's Rupert—and San?" Val | ooked toward the
path. "They were with you, weren't they?"

Ri cky shook her head. "No. That was just what you cal
creating a diversion. For all | know, they're busy at hone."

Her brother straightened. "Then we've got to get out of
here—fast. Those two | eft because they were rattled, but
when they have had a chance to cool off they'|ll be back."

"What about Jeens?"

"Take himwi th us, of course. W won't be able to
manage t he canoe. But you brought the outboard, so we'll
go in that and tow ne canoe. W ought to have sonething
to cover his head." Val regarded the bl eeding wound
doubtful ly.

Wt hout answering, Ricky |eaned forward and began
systematically going through Jeens' pockets. In the sec-
ond she found a key. Val took it from her and hobbl ed up
the cabin steps. For a wonder, he thought thankfully, me
key was the right one. The lock clicked and he went in.

Like the clearing, the interior of the one-room shack

was neat, a place for everything and everything in its

pl ace. Under the window in the far wall was a small chest
of sone dark polished wood. Save for its size, it was not
unl i ke the chests the Ral estones had found in their store-
room Qpposite it was a wooden cot, die covers snmoothly
spread. A stool, a blackened cook stove, and a solid table
with an oil lanp were nme extent of the furnishings. Lines
of traps hung on the walls, along with the wooden boards
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for the stretching of drying skins, and there was a hal f -
finished grass basket lying on top of the chest.

Val hefted a stoneware jug. They had no tine to hunt

for a spring. And if this contained water, they woul d need

it. At the resulting gurgle fromw thin, he set it by the door
and returned to rob the cot of pillow and the single coarse
but cl ean sheet.

Ri cky tore the sheet and nmade a creditable job of wash-

i ng and bandagi ng the ugly bruise. Jeens drank greedily
when they offered himwater but he did not seemto
recogni ze them In answer to Ricky's question of how he
felt, he muttered something in the swanmp French of the
Caj uns. But he was uneasy until Val |ocked the cabin door
and put the key in his hand.

"How are we going to get himto the boat?" asked
Ri cky suddenly.
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"Carry him"

"But, Val— for the first tinme she | ooked at her brother
as if she really saw him—"Val, you're hurt!"

"Just a little stiff," he hastened to assure her. "Qur late
visitors play rather rough. W'll manage all right. I'Il take
his shoul ders and you his feet."

They wavered drunkenly along the path. Twi ce Va

stunbl ed and regai ned his balance just in tinme. R cky had

laid the pillow across their burden's feet, declaring that she
woul d need it when they got to the boat. Val passed the

poi nt of achi ng ni sery—when he thought that he could not
shuffl e forward anot her step—and now he cane into what

he had heard called "second wind." By fixing his eyes on

a tree or a bush a step or two ahead and concentrating only
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upon passing that one, and then that, and that, he got
t hrough wi t hout disgracing hinself.

At the bayou at |ast, they wiggled Jeens awkwardly

into die boat. Val had no doubt that a woodsman m ght

have done the whole job better in nuch less tine and
without a tenth of the effort they had expended. But all he
ever wondered afterward was how they ever did it at all

ft was when Ri cky had made their passenger as confort-
abl e as she could in the bottom of the boat, steadying his
head across her knees, that her brother partially rel axed.

"Val, you run the engine," she said wthout | ooking
up.

He dragged hinself toward the stern of the boat, remem
bering too |l ate, when he had cast off, that he had not taken
the canoe in tow. The engi ne coughed, sputtered, and then
settled down to a steady putt-putt. They were off.

"Val, do you—do you think he is badly hurt?"

He dared not | ook down; it required all his powers of
concentration on what |ay before themto keep his hand
st eady.

"No. We'll get a doctor when we get back. He'll cone
around again in no time—Jeens, | nean."

But woul d he? Head injuries were sonetines nore seri-
ous than they seened, Val renmenbered disnmally.

It was not until they came out into the main bayou that
Jeens roused again. He |ooked up at Ricky in a sort of
dull surprise, and then his gaze shifted to Val

"What —
"W won the war," Val tried to grin, an operation
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which tore his mask of dried blood, "thanks to Ricky.

And now we're going home."
At that. Jeens nmade a violent effort to sit up
"Nonf" his English deserted himand he broke into

i npassi oned French.

"Yes," Val replied firmy as Ricky pushed the swamper
down. "OF course you're coming with us. You' ve had a
nasty knock on the head that needs attention."

"Ah''mnot a-goin' to no hospital!" H's eyes burned
into Val's.

"Certainly not!" cried Ricky. "You' re bound for our
guest-room Now keep quiet. We'll be there soon."

"Ah ain't a-goin'," he declared nutinously.
"Don't be silly," Ricky scolded him "we're taking

you. Does Val have to cone and hold you down?"

"Ah can't!" His eyes flickered fromVal's face to hers.
There was sonet hi ng nore than i ndependence behi nd that

firmrefusal. "Ah ain't a-goin' theah."

"Wy not ?"

He seened to shrink fromher. "It ain't fitten," he
mur mur ed.

"How perfectly silly," laughed R cky. But Val thought
that he under st ood.

"Because of the secret you know?" he asked quietly.
The pal |l or beneath Jeens' heavy tan vanished in a flush

of slow burning red. "Ah reckon so," he nuttered, but he
met Val's eyes squarely.

"Let's leave all explanations until later," Val suggested.
"Ah played haunt!" the confession canme out of the
swanper in a rush.
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"Then you were mny facel ess ghost ?"
Jeens tried to nod and the action printed a frown of pain

bet ween hi s eyes.
"Why? Didn't you want us to live there?" asked Ri cky

gently.
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"Ah was huntin'—=
"What for?"

The frown becane one of puzzlenent. "Ah don't
know— His voice trailed off into a thin whisper as his
eyes closed wearily. Val signaled Ricky to keep quiet.

"Ahoy there!" Along the bank toward tfiem canme Ru-
pert and after him Sam Beyond them | ay the Ral estone

| andi ng. Val headed inshore.

"Just what does this nmean—Val! Has there been an
accident?" The irritation in Rupert's voice becane hot

concern.

"An intended one," his brother replied. "W've got the

real victimhere with us."

They tied up to the |Ianding and Sam cane down to hand
out Jeens who apparently had | apsed i nto unconsci ousness

agai n.
"You'd better call a doctor,"” Val told Rupert. "Jeens
has a head wound."

But Rupert had al ready taken charge of affairs with an
efficiency which left Val hunmbly grateful. The boy didn't
even nove to |leave the boat. It was better just to sit and
wat ch ot her people scurry about. Sam had started for the
house, carrying Jeens as if the |ong-legged swanper was
the sane age and size as his own snmall son. Ricky dashed
on ahead to warn Lucy. Rupert had Sam Two by the coll ar
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and was giving himinstructions for catching Dr. LeFrode,
who was probably making his norning rounds and m ght

be found at the sugar-mll where one of the feeders had
injured his hand. Sam Two's sister had seen the doctor on
his way there a scant ten mnutes earlier.

Val watched all this activity dream|ly. Everything would
be all right now that Rupert was in charge. He could
rel ax—

"Now," his brother turned upon Val, "just what did—
What's the matter with you?"

"Tired, | guess,"” Val said ruefully. But Rupert was
al ready in the boat, getting the younger boy to his un-
st eady feet.

"Can you nake it to the house?" he asked anxi ously.

"Sure. Just give me an armtill | get on the |anding."
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But when Val had crawled up on the | evee he did not

feel at all like walking to the house. Then Rupert's arm
was about his thin shoul ders and he thought that he could
make it if he really tried

The garden path seened miles long, and it was not unti

Val had the soft cushions of the hall couch under himthat

he felt able to tell his story. But at that noment the short,
stout doctor came through the door in a rush. Sam Two

had led himto believe that half the household had been
murdered. At first Dr. LeFrode started toward Val, until in
al arm the boy swng his feet to the floor and sat up,

wavi ng the man to the stairway where Ricky hovered to

act as gui de.

Then Val was al one, even Sam Two havi ng edged
upstairs to share in the excitenent. The boy sank back on
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his pillows and wondered where their |ate assailants were
now, and why they had been so determined to | earn Jeens'
secret. As Ricky had said once before, the Ral estones seened
to have been handed a gigantic tangle w thout ends, only

m ddl e sections, and had been told to unravel it.

Boot heels clicked on the stone flooring. Val funed his
head cautiously and tried not to wince. Rupert was com ng
inwith a bowl of water, fromwhich steamstill arose
Across his armlay a towel and in his other hand was their

small first-aid kit.

"Suppose we do a little patching," he suggested. "Your
face at present is not all it might be. What did you and
your swanp friend do—+un into a nowi ng machi ne?'' He
swabbed delicately at the cut the Boss had opened across
Val ' s cheek-bone, and at another by his nouth.

"1 thought it mght be that for a nonment—a nowi ng

machine, | nmean. No, we just nmet a couple of gentlenen—
enterprising fellows who wanted to see. nore of this com
nmodi ous mansi on of ours— Val's words faded into a

sharp hiss as Rupert applied iodine with a |iberal hand.
"They seenmed to think that Jeens knew a | ot about Pirate's
Haven and they were going to persuade himto tell all

Only it didn't turn out the way they had pl anned."

"Due to you?" Rupert eyed his brother intently. The
boy's face was swol |l en al nost out of recognition and he
didn't like this sudden tal kati veness.

"Due partly to nme, but nostly to Ricky. She—ah—

created the necessary diversion. | had sort of |lost interest
at the tine. | know sti little about gouging and biting in
clinches."
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"Dirty fighters?"

"Well, soiled anyway. But if the Boss isn't nursing a
cracked wist, it isn't nmy fault. | don't know what Jeens
did to Red, but he, too, departed in a damaged condition
Do you have to do that?" Val denmanded testily, squirmng
as Rupert ran his hands lightly over the boy's shoul ders
and down his ribs, touching every bruise to tingling life.

"Just seeing the extent of the damage," he expl ai ned.

"You don't have to see, | can feel!" Val snapped
pettishly.

Rupert got to his feet. "Conme on."
"Wher e?"

"Ch, a hot bath and then bed. You'll be taking an
interest in life again about this tine tonorrow. | think
LeFrode had better see you too."

"No," Val objected. "I"'mnot a child."
Rupert grinned. "If you'd rather | carried you—

There was no opposi hg Rupert when he was in that
mood, as his brother well knew. Val got up slowy.

The programthat Rupert had outlined was faithfully
carried out. Half an hour later Val found hinself between
sheets, blinking at the ceiling drowsily. Wen two cracks
over head wavered together of their own accord, his eyes
cl osed.

"—still sleeping?" whispered soneone at his side nuch
| ater.

"Yes, best thing for him™"

"Was he badly hurt?"

"No, just banged around nore than was good for him"
Val opened his eyes. It nust have been cl ose to dusk,
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for the sunlight was red across the bedcl ot hes. Rupert
stood by the wi ndow and Ricky was in the doorway, a tray

of covered dishes in her hands.
"Hello!'" Val sat up, grimacing at the tw nge of pain

across his back. "What day is this?"
Rupert laughed. "Still Tuesday."

"How s Jeens?"
"Doing very well. |I've had to have Rupert in to frighten

himinto staying in bed," R cky said. "The doctor thinks
he ought to be there a couple of days at |east. But Jeens
doesn't agree with him Between keeping Jeens in bed

and keeping Rupert out of the swanmp |'ve had a full day."

Rupert sat down on the foot of the bed. "You' d know
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this Boss and Red again, wouldn't you?"

"Of course.”
"Then you'll probably have a chance to identify them"

There was a grim |l ook about Rupert's jaw. "Ricky's told

me all that you overheard. | don't know what it means but
I'"ve heard enough for ne to get in touch with LeHeur
He'll be out tonorrow norning. And once we get sone-

thing to work on—=
"I'"'mbeginning to feel sorry for our swanp visitors."

Val i nterrupted.
"They' || be sorry," hinted Rupert darkly. "How about

you, Val, beginning to feel hungry?"
"Now that you mention it, | amdiscovering a rather

hol | ow ache in ny center section. Supper ready?"

"Hal f an hour. 1'Il bring you up a tray— began Ri cky.
But Val had thrown back the sheet and was sitting on
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the side of the bed. "Oh, no, you don't! |I'mnot an invalid
yet."

Ri cky gl anced at Rupert and then left. Val reached for

his shirt defiantly. But his brother raised no objection. The
pai nful stiffness Val had felt at first wore off and he was
able to nove without feeling as if each nuscle were tied in
cranpi ng knots.

"May | pay Jeens a visit?" he asked as they went out
into the hall. Rupert nodded toward a door across the
corridor.

"In there. He's a stubborn piece of goods. Rem nds ne

of you at tinmes. If he'd ever get rid of that scow of his,
he'd be even nore |ike you. He warns to Ricky, but you'd
think I was a Chinese torturer the way he acts when | go
in." There was a shade of irritation in Rupert's voice.

"Maybe he's afraid of you."

"But what for?" Rupert stared at the boy in open
surprise.

"Well, you do have rather a conmanding air at tines,"
Val countered. If Ricky had told Rupert nothing of Jeens'
confession, he wasn't going to.

"So that's what you really think of me!" observed

Rupert. "Go reason with that wildcat if you want to. |I'm
beginning to believe that you are two of a kind." He
turned abruptly down the hall.

Val opened the door of the bedroom The sunlight was
fading fast and already the corners of the | arge roomwere
filled with the gray of dusk. But |ight fromthe w ndows

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (110 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:38 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

swept full across the bed and its occupant. Val hobbl ed
stiffly toward it.
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"Hello." The brown face on the pillow did not change
expression as Val greeted the swanper. "How do you fee

now?"

"Bettah," Jeens answered shortly. "Ah'm good but

they won't le'" me up."

"The Doc says you're in for a couple of days," Val told
hi m
Sonmehow Jeens | ooked snall er, shrunken, as he lay in

that oversized bed. And he had | ost that air of indol ent
arrogance whi ch had nmade hi m seem so i ndependent in

their swanp and garden neetings. It was as if Val were

| ooki ng down upon a younger and | ess confident edition of

t he swanper he had known.
"What does he think?" There was urgency in that
quest i on.

"Who' s he?"
"Yo' brothah."
"Rupert? Why, he's glad to have you here," Va

answer ed.
"Does he know ' bout —
Val shook his head.

"Tell him" ordered the swanper. "Ah ain't a-goin' to
say undah his roof |essen he knows. 'Tain't fitten."

At this clean-cut statement of the laws of hospitality,

Val nodded. "All right. 1'll tell him But what were you
after here, Jeems? I'lI|l have to tell himthat, too, you

know. Was it the Cvil War treasure?"

Jeens turned his head slowy. "No." Again the puzzled
frown twisted his straight, finely marked brows. "Wat do
170
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Ah want wi' treasure? Ah don't know what Ah was | ookin
fo'. Man grandpappy—

"Val , supper's ready," canme Rupert's voice fromthe

hal | .
Val half turned to go. "I've got to go now. But I'l|l be back
|ater," he prom sed
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"Yo'Il tell hinP" Jeens stabbed a finger at the door
"Yes; after supper. | promnise."

Wth a little sigh Jeens rel axed and burrowed down into

the softness of the pillow. "Ah'll be awaitin'," he said.
171

13

ON SUCH A N1QHT AS THI S—

It had been one of those dull, weepy days when a sullen
drizzl e clouded sky and earth. In consequence, the walls
and floors of Pirate's Haven seened to exude chill. Rupert

built a fire in the hall fireplace, but none of the famly
could say that it was a successful one. It nade a nice show
of leaping flane acconpanied by fancy lighting effects but
gave forth absolutely no heat.

"Val ?"

The boy started guiltily and thrust his notebook under
the couch cushion as Charity cane in. Tiny drops of rain
were strung along the hairs which had bl own free of her
rai n-cape hood |ike steel beads along a golden wre.
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"Yes? Don't cone here expecting to get warm" he

warned her bitterly. "W are very willing but the fire is
weak. Looks pretty, doesn't it?" He kicked at a charred
end on the hearth. "Well, that's all it's good for!"

"Val , what sort of a mess have you and Jeens junped
i nto?" she asked as she handed hi m her dri ppi ng cape.

"Ch, just a general sort of ness," he answered lightly.
"Jeens had callers who forgot their manners. So Ricky
and | breezed in and brought the party to a sudden end—

"As | .can see by your black eye," she comrented.
"But what has Jeens been up to?"

Val was suddenly very busy hol di ng her cape before that
nockery of a bl aze.

"Way don't you ask him mat?"

"Because |'m asking you. Rupert cane over |ast night

and sat on ny gallery naking very roundabout inquiries
concerning Jeens. | pried out of himthe details of your
swanp battle. But | want to know now just what Jeens

has been doing. Your brother is so vague—

"Rupert has the gift of being exasperatingly uncom

muni cative," his brother told her. "The story, so far as
know, is short and sinple. Jeens knows a secret way into
this house. In addition, his grandfather told himthat the
fortune of the house of Jeens is conceal ed here—having
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been very hazy in his description of the nature of said
fortune. Consequently, grandson has been pl ayi ng haunt
up and down our halls trying to find it.

"His story is as full of holes as a sieve but sonmehow
one can't help believing it. He has explained that he has
the secret of the outside entrance only, and not the one
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opening fromthe inside. In the nmeantine he is in bed—
guarded fromintrusion by Ricky and Lucy with the sane
care as if he were the crown jewels. So natters rest at

present.

"Neatly put." She dropped down on the couch. "By

the way, do you realize that you have ruined your face for

my uses?"
Val fingered the crisscrossing tape on his cheek. "This
is only tenporary."

i certainly hope so. That nust have been sone battle."

"One of our better efforts.” He coughed in nock
modesty. "Ricky saved the day with alarns and excur-
sions without. Rupert probably told you that."

"Yes, he can be persuaded to talk at tines. |Is he always
so silent?"

"Nowadays, yes," he answered slowy. "But when

we were younger—You know," Val turned toward her

suddenly, his brown face serious to a degree, "it isn't fair
to separate the nenbers of a famly. To put one here and one
there and the third somewhere else. | was twelve when

Fat her died, and R cky was el even. They sent her off to
Great -aunt Rogers because Uncl e Fl em ng, who took ne,
didn't care for a girl—=

"And Rupert?"
"Rupert—ell, he was grown, he could arrange his

own life; so he just went away. W got a letter now and
then, or a post-card. There was nobney enough to send us

to expensive schools and dress us well. It was two years
before | really saw Ricky again. You can't call short visits
on Sunday afternoons seei ng anyone.
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"Then Uncle Flem ng died and | was sinply parked at
Great-aunt Rogers'. She"—Val was renenbering things,

a bitter | ook about his nouth—=didn't care for boys. In
Septenber | was sent to a mlitary acadeny. | needed
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discipline, it seened. And Ricky was sent to M ss
Sonebody' s-on-t he- Hudson. Rupert was in China then. |

got a letter fromhimthat fall. He was about to join sone
expedi ti on heading into the CGobi

"Ri cky cane down to the Christnas hop at the acadeny,
then Aunt Rogers took her abroad. She went to school in
Switzerland a year. | passed from school to sunmer canp
and then back to school. Ricky sent nme some carvings for
Christmas—they arrived three days late."

He stared up at the stone nantel. "Kids feel things a | ot
nmore than they're given credit for. Ricky sent nme a letter
with sone tear stains between the |ines when Aunt Rogers
decided to stay another year. And that was the year |
earned the reputation of being a 'hard case.’

"Then Ri cky cabl ed ne that she was com ng hone. |

wal ked out of school the same morning. | didn't even tel
anyone where | was going. Because | had noney enough,

I thought | would fly. And that, dear lady, is the end of
this very sad tale." He grinned one-sidedly down at her

"It was then tha”-that—

"I was smashed up? Yes. And Rupert cane hone with-

out warning to find things very nessy. | was in the hospi-
tal when | shoul d have been in sone corrective institution,
as Aunt Rogers so often told nme during those days. Ricky
was al so in disgrace for speaking her mind, as she does
now and then. To nake it even nore interesting, our
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guardi an had been anusing hinself by buying oil stock
with our capital. Unfortunately, oil did not exist in the
well s we owned. Yes, Rupert had every right to be any-
thing but pleased with the affairs of the Ral estones.

"He swept us off here where we are still under
observation, | believe."

"Then you don't like it here?"

"Like it? Madam 'like' is a very pallid word. What if
you were offered everything you ever wished for, all tied
up in pink ribbons and laid on your door-step? Wat woul d

your reaction be?"
"So," she was staring into the fire, "that's the way of
it?"

"Yes. Or it would be if— He stooped to reach for
anot her piece of wood. The fire was threatening to die

agai n.
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"What is the flaw in the nasterpiece?" she asked quietly.

"Rupert. He's changed. In the old days he was one of

us; how he's a stranger. W're anusing to have around,
someone to |l ook after, but | have a feeling that to himwe
don't really exist. W aren't real—= Val floundered trying
to express that strange, walled-off enotion which so often
held himin this grown-up brother's presence. "Things like
this 'Bluebeard s Chanber' of his—that isn't like the

Rupert we knew. "

"Did you ever think that he m ght be shy, too?" she
asked. "He left two children and cane hone to find two
distrustful adults. Gve himhis chance—

"Charity!"™ Ricky ran lightly downstairs. "Wy didn't

Val tell me you had come?"
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"l just dropped in to inquire concerning your patient."
"He's better-tenmpered than Val," declared Ri cky

shanmel essly. "You'll stay to dinner of course. W' re hav-
ing some sort of crab dish that Lucy seenms to think her
best effort. Rupert will be back by then, |I'msure; he's out

somewhere with Sam There's been sone troubl e about
trespassers on the swanmp | ands. Goodness, won't this rain
ever stop?"

As if in answer to her question, there came a great gust
of wind and rain against the door, a blast which shook the
oak, thick and solid as it was. And then came the thunder
of the knocker which Letty-Lou had polished into shining
life only die day before.

Val opened the door to find M. Creighton and M.

Hol mes huddl ed on the nmat. They cane in with an eager-

ness which was only surpassed by Satan, wet and displ ay-

ing cold anger towards his m stress, whom he passed with

a disdainful flirt of his tail as he headed for that deceptive
fire.

"You, again," observed Charity resignedly as Sam Two
was summoned and sent away again draped with wet coats
and drenched hats.

"Man"—Hol nes argued with Satan for the possession

of the hearthstone—when it rains in this country, it rains.
A branch of your creek down there is al nost over the

road—

"Bayou, not creek," corrected Charity acidly. Lately
she had shown a marked preference for Hol mes' absence
rather than his conpany.
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"I stand corrected," he |aughed; "a branch of your
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bayou. "

"If you found it so unpl easant, why did you— began
Charity, and then she flushed as if she had suddenly
realized that that speech was too nde even for her recent

attitude.

"Wy did we cone?" Hol nes' crooked eyebrow slid
upward as his face regi stered nock reproof. "My, ny,
what a warm wel come, ny dear." He shook his head and
Charity laughed in spite of herself.

"Don't mnd ny bearishness," she nmade hal f apol ogy.
"You know what pl easant noods | fall into while working.

And this rain is depressing."

"But Mss Biglowis right." Creighton smiled his rare,

shy smile. Brusque and inpatient as he was when on

busi ness bent, he was awkwardly unconfortable in ordi-

nary conpany. The man, Val sonetines thought privately,
lived, ate, slept books. Save when they were the subject of
conversation, he was as out of his elenent as a coal -m ner
at die ballet. "W should explain the reason for this—this
rather abrupt call." He fingered his brief-case, which he
still clutched, nervously.

"Down to business already." Hol nes seated hinself on
the armofRicky's chair. "Very weU, out with it."

Creighton smled again, laid the case across his knees,
and | ooked straight at R cky. For some reason he talked to
her, as if she above all others nust be firmy convinced of

the i nportance of his mssion

"It is a very queer story. Mss Ral estone, a very queer—
"Said nme nariner to the weddi ng guest." Hol mes snapped
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his fingers at Satan, who contenptuously ignored him
"Or am | thinking of the Witing who talked to the
Snai | ?"

"Perhaps | had better begin at the beginnin," contin-
ued Creighton, frowning at Hol nes who refused to be so

suppr essed.

"Wy be so dramatic about it, old man? It's very
sinmple. Mss Ricky. Creighton has |ost an author and he
wants you to help find him™"

When Ricky's eyes involuntarily swept about the room

Val joined in the laughter. "No, it isn't as easy as all that,
I"mafraid." Creighton had | ost his nervous shyness. "But

what Hol nes says is true. | have |l ost an author and do

hope mat you can help ne |l ocate the m ssing gentl eman—er

| ady. Two nonths ago an agent sent a manuscript to our
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office for reading. It wasn't conplete, but he thought it
was well worth our attention. It was.

"Al'though there were only five chapters finished, the

rest being but synopsis and el aborated scenes, we knew
that we had sonet hi ng—sonet hing big. W del ayed report -
ing upon it until M. Brewster—eur senior partner—eturned
fromEurope. M. Brewster has the final decision on all
manuscripts; he was as well pleased with this offering as
we were. Frankly, we saw possibilities of another great
success such as those other |ong historical novels which
have been so popul ar during the past few years.

"Queerly enough, the author's nane was not upon the

papers sent us by the agent—that is, his proper name; there
was a pen-name. And when we applied to M. Lever, the
agent, we received a nost unpl easant shock. The author's
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real nane, which had been given in the covering letter
mailed with the manuscript to M. Lever, had nost strangely
di sappeared, due to sone carel essness in his office.
"Now we have an extrenely prom sing book and no

aut hor —
"What | can't understand,” cut in Holnes, "is die

nmodesty of the author. Wiy hasn't he witten to Lever?"

"That is the nost unfortunate part of (he whole affair.”
M. Creighton shook his head. "Lever recalled that the
chap had said in the letter that if Lever found the manu-
script unsal abl e he should destroy it, as the witer was
movi ng about and had no permanent address. The fell ow
added that if he didn't hear from Lever he would assune
that it was not acceptable. Lever wote to the address
given in the letter to acknow edge receipt, but that was

au. "
"Mysterious," Val comrented, interested in spite of

hi nsel f.
"Just so. Lever deduced fromthe tone of the letter nat

the witer was very uncertain of his own powers and
hesitated to subnmit his manuscript. And yet, what we have
is a very fine piece of work, far beyond the ability of the
aver age begi nner. The author must have witten other

t hi ngs.
"The novel is historical, with a New Ol eans setting. Its

treatment is so detailed that only one who had |ived here or
had cl ose connections with this country could have pro-
duced it. M. Brewster, knowi ng that | was about to trave
south, asked me to see if | could discover our m ssing

aut hor through his material. So far 1 have failed; our man
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is unknown to any of the witers of the city or to any of
those interested in literary matters.

"Yet he knows New Orleans and its history as few do

today except those of old fanmily who have been born and

bred here. Dr. Hanly Richardson of Tul ane University has
assured nme that nuch of the material used is authentic—
historically correct to the last detail. And it was Dr. Rich-
ardson who suggested that several of the scenes nust have
actually occurred, becoming with the passing of tinme part

of the tradition of sone aristocratic famly.

"The period of the story is that tine of transition when
Loui si ana passed from Spain to France and then under the
control of the United States.. It covers the years i medi -
ately precediing the Battle of New Ol eans. Unfortunately,
those were years of disturbance and change. Events which

m ght have been the talk of the town, and so have found
description in gossipy menoirs, were swall owed by hap-

peni ngs of national inmportance. It is, | believe, inintimte
famly records only that I can find the clue | seek.”

"Wi ch scenes"—Richy's eyes shone in ne firelight—
"are those Dr. Richardson believes real ?"

"Well, he was very certain that the duel of the twin

brot hers nmust have occurred—Wy, M. Ral estone," he
interrupted hinmself as the stick Val was about to place on
the fire fell fromhis hands and rolled across the floor
"M. Ralestone, what is the matter?"

Across his shoul der Ricky signal ed her brother. And
above her head Val saw Hol nes' eyes narrow shrewdly.

"Nothing. I'"'msorry |I was so clunsy." Val stooped
hurriedly to hide his confusion
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"A duel between twin brothers." Ricky tw sted one of
the buttons which marched down the front of her sport

dress. "That sounds exciting."

"They fought at m dni ght"—€rei ghton was enthralled

by the story he was telling—and one was |eft for dead.

The scene is handled with restraint and yet you'd think that
the witer had been an eye-witness. Now if such a thing

ever did happen, there would have been a certai n anount

of talk afterwards—'
Charity nodded. "The slaves woul d have spread the

news, " she agreed, "and the person who found nme wounded

twin.
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Val kept his eyes upon nme hearthstone. There was nho

stain there, but his vivid i magi nati on painted the gray as
red as it had been that cold night when the slave woman
had come to find her nmaster lying there, her brother's
sword across his body. Sonmeone had used the story of the
m ssing Ral estone. But who today knew that the story
except themselves, Charity, LeFleur, and sone of the

bl acks.
"And you think that sone nention of such an event

m ght be found in the papers of me famly concerned?"
asked Ri cky. She was |eaning forward in her chair, her

|ips parted eagerly.
"Or in those of sone other family covering the sane

period," Creighton added. "I realize that this is an inperti-
nence on ny part, but | wonder if such nmention m ght not

be found anpbng the records of your own house. From

what 1 have seen and heard, your fanmily was very prom -

nent in the city affairs of that tinme—=
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Ri cky stood up. "There is no need to ask, M. Creighton
My brother and I will be most willing to help you
Unfortunately, Rupert is very much imrersed in a busi-
ness matter just now, but Val and | will go through the
papers we have."

Val choked down the protest that was on his lips just in
time to nod agreement. For sone reason Ricky wanted to
keep the secret. Very well, he would play her ganme. At

| east he would until he knew what | ay behind her desire for
si | ence.

"That is nobst kind," Creighton was beani ng upon both
of them "I cannot tell you how nuch | appreciate your
cooperation in this matter—

"Not at all," answered Ricky with that deceptive soft-
ness in her voice which nmasked her rising tenper. "W
are only too grateful to be allowed to share a secret."

And then her brother guessed that she did not nean
Creighton's secret but sone other. She crossed the room
and rang the bell for Letty-Lou to bring coffee. Sonething
triunmphant in her step added to Val's suspicion. Like the
Engl i shman of Kipling's poem R cky was nmpst to be

feared when she grew polite. He turned in time to see her
wink at Charity.

Rupert cane in just then, wet and thoroughly out of

sorts, full of the evidences he had discovered on Ral estone

| ands bordering the swanp that strangers had been canping
there. Their guests all stayed to supper, lingering |ong
about the table to discuss Rupert's find, so that Val did not
get a chance to be alone with Ricky to demand an
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expl anation. And for some reason she seened to be adroitly
183
Andre Norton

avoiding him He did have her alnobst cornered in the
upper hall when Letty-Lou cane up behind himand plucked

at his sleeve.
"M stuh Val," she said, "that Jeens boy wants to see

yo'all."

"Brother Jeens!" Val exploded, his eyes on Ricky's
back. But he stepped into the bedroom where the swanper
was still inprisoned by Lucy's orders.

The boy was propped up on his pillows, |ooking out of
the wi ndow. H s body was tense. At the sound of Val's
step he turned his bandaged head.

"Can't yo' git me outa heah?" he demanded

n \My?ll
"The watah's up!" Hs eyes were upon ne Water-filled

darkness of the garden.

"But that's all right," the other assured him "Sam
says that it won't reach the top of the |levee. At the worst,
only the |l ower part of die garden will be flooded."

Jeens gl anced at Val over his shoulder and then without
a word he edged toward the side of the bed and tried to
stand. But with a nuffled gasp he sank back again, pak

and weak. Awkwardly Val forced hi mback against his

pillows.

"It's all right," he assured hi m agai n.
But in answer me swanper shook his head violently, "It

ain't all right in the swanmp."

In a flash Val caught his neaning. Swanpers |ived on
house-boats for nme nost part, and the boats will outride al
but unusual floods. But Jeens' cabin was built on |and,
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| and none too stable even in dry weather. The swanp boy
touched Val's hand.

"It ain'"t safe. Two of thempiles is rotted. If the watah
gits that far, they'Il go."

"You nean the piles holding up your cabin platforn?,
Val asked.

He nodded. For a second Val caught a glinpse of
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forlorn | oneliness beneath the sullen nmask Jeens habitually
wor e.

"But there's nothing you can do now—~
"It ain't the cabin. Ah gotta git the chest—=
"The one in the cabin?"

Hi s black eyes were fixed upon Val's, and then they
swerved and rested upon the wall behind the young
Ral est one.

"Ah gotta git the chest,"” he repeated sinply.

And Val knew that he would. He woul d get out of bed
and go into the swanp after that treasure of his. Wich left
only one thing for Val to do.

"I''"l'l get the chest, Jeenms. Let nme have your key to the
cabin. 1'lIl take the outboard notor and be back before I'm
m ssed. "

"Yo' don't know the swanmp—

"I know how to find the cabin. Were's the key?"

"In theah," he pointed to the highboy.

Val's fingers closed about the bit of metal

"M stuh," Jeens straightened, "Ah won't forgit this."

Val gl anced toward the downpour wi thout.

"Neither will I, in all probability," he said dryly as he
went out.

Andre Norton

It had been on just such a night as this that the nissing
Ral est one had gone out into the gloom But he was com ng
back again, Val reminded hinself hurriedly. OF course he
was. Wth a shake he pulled on his trench-coat and Slipped
out the front door unseen.

14

Pl RATE WAYS
ARE HI DDEN WAYS

The rain, fne and needlelike, stung Val's face. There was
om nous pools of water gathering in the garden depressions.
Even the snmall stream which bisected their |Iand had grown
froma shallow trickle into a thick, nud-streaked rol
crowned with foam

But the bayou was the worst. It had put off its everyday
sl eepiness with a, roar. A chicken coop wall owed by as the
boy struggled with the knot of the painter which held the
out board. And after the coop traveled a dead tree, its
topnost branches bringi ng up agai nst the plantation | and-
ing with a crack. Val waited for it to whirl on before he
got on board his craft.

Andre Norton
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The adventure was nore serious than he had thought. It

m ght not be a case of nerely going downstream and into

the swanp to the cabin; it mght be a case of fighting the
rising water in grimbattle. Wiy he did not turn back to the
house then and there he never knew. What woul d have

happened if he had? he sonetinmes specul ated afterward. |f

Ri cky had not come into the garden to hunt hin® |f

toget her they had not—
While Val went with the current, his voyage was ease

itself. But when he strove to cut across and so reach the
mout h of the hidden swanpstream he narrowy escaped
upsetting. As it was, he fended off sone dark bl ot bobbing
through he water, his palmneeting it with a force that

jarred his bones.

But he did nmake the nouth of the swanpstream Switch-

ing on the strong search-light in the bow, he.headed on

And because he was novi ng now agai nst the current, it

seened that he lost two feet for every one that he advanced.

The nuddy wat er was whi pped into foam where h tore

around shrub and willow. There were no |onger any confin-

i ng banks, only a waste of water glittering through the
dark foliage. The drear habitat of the vultures was being
swept bare by the scouring of the incomng streans, but its
mol dy stench still arose stronger than ever, as if sone
foul ness were being stirred up fromits ancient bed.

It was only by chance that Val found the drying rack

whi ch marked the boundary of Jeens' property. Here fee

| and was hi gher than the fl ood, which had not yet spread
inland. He tied the boat to a willow and spl ashed ashore.

In the lower portions of the path his feet sank into patches
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of wet. Something which m ght have been—and probably
was—a snake oozed away fromthe beam of his pocket
torch.

The clearing was nuch as it had been, save that the door
of the chicken-run stood ajar and its feathered popul ation
was gone. But under the cabin Val saw the betraying
sparkl e of water. The bayou in the rear nust have topped
flood | evel

Sonmeone had been there before him The | ock was

battered and there had been an attenpt to pry loose its
staples, an attenpt which had | eft betrayi ng gouges on the
door frame. But nisused as it had been, the lock yielded to
the key and Val went in. Warned by a | apping sound from
beneath it did not take himlong to get the chest, relock
the door, and head back to the boat.

He was none too soon. Already, in the few nonents of
hi s absence, there were rills cutting across the nud, rills
which were growing in strength and size. And the fl ood
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around the drying rack was up a good three inches. Va

dunped the chest into the bowwth little cerenony and
climbed in after it, his wet trousers clinging danply to his
| egs. Sonet hing pl ate-arnored and possessi ng w cked yel -

| ow eyes swam effortlessly through the |ight beama

‘gator bound for the @ulf, whether he would or no.

The return as far as the bayou was easy enough, for

again the boat was borne on the current. But when Va

faced the torn waters of the river he experienced a certain
ti ghtness of throat and chill of blood. Wat m ght have
been the roof of a small shed was passing lunmpily as he
hesitated. Then canme a tree burdened with a small 'coon
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which stared at the boy piteously, its eyes green in the
Sight. An eddy sent its ship close to the boat; the top
branches clung a nonment to the bow And to Val's surprise,
the 'coon roused itself to a mghty effort and crossed into
the egg-shell safety the boat offered. Once in the outboard,
it retreated to the bow where it crouched beside the chest
and kept a wary eye on Val's every novenent.

But he could not rescue the wildcat which swept by
spitting at the water froma |og, nor the shivering doe
whi ch awai ted the comng of death, marooned on an i sl et
whi ch was fast being cut away by the hungry waters. And
all the tinme the stinging rain fed the flood.

Val gripped the rudder until the bar was printed deep
across his palm Soon it would be too |ate. He nust cross
now, headi ng di agonally downstreamto escape the ful

fury of the current. Wth a deep breath he turned out into

t he bayou.
It was like fighting sone vast ani nated featherbed. Hi s

greatest efforts were as nothing agai nst the overpowering
sweep seaward. And there was constant danger fromthe
floating booty of the storm The nuddy spray |ashed his

body, filling the bottomof his craft as if it were a tea-cup
And once the boat was whirled al nbost around.

Val was begi nning to wonder just how | ong a sw nmer

m ght last in that black fog of rain, wi nd, and water when
his bow eased into conparatively quiet water. He had
crossed the main current; now was the tinme to head

upstream Gimy he did, to begin a struggle which was to
take on all the nore horrible properties of a nightmare. For
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this was many tines worse than his fight against the
swanpst r eam

Twi ce the engine sputtered protestingly and Val thought
of trying to |l eap ashore. But stubbornly the outboard fought
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on. If there ever were a sturdy ship, fit to be named with
Col unbus' gallant craft or Hudson's vessel, it was that
frail outboard which buffeted the rising waters of a Louisi-
ana bayou gone fl ood ned.

It achieved the inpossible; it crept upstreaminch by

inch, escaping disaster after disaster by the thinness of a
dime. Since he had apparently not been born to drown,

Val thought as he saw his headlight touch the tip of the

| andi ng, he woul d doubtl ess depart this |life by hanging.

Then his |ight picked out something el se which |ay

bet ween himand the | andi ng. The sl eek, knife-bowed
cruiser certainly did not belong to Pirate's Haven. And
what nei ghbor woul d come calling by water on such a
night? It was noored by two thick ropes to a sunken post,
and al ready the nooring was draggi ng the bow down. Va
headed in toward it, running the outboard between the
stranger and the | andi ng.

Qut of die blackness ashore a shadow arose and waved

at himfrenziedly. Then he saw Ricky's white face above

her long oil-silk cape. Her hair was plastered tight to her
skul | and she was protecting her eyes fromthe fury of the
rain with her hands.

Val sent the boat inshore until it bit into the crunbling
surface of the | evee with a shock which threatened Ms

bal ance. Ricky snatched at the painter and hel d steady
whil e he junped. They made the boat fast and Val |anded
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the chest. The passenger did his own di senbarki ng, mak-
ing his way into the garden wi thout a backward-I|ook. Then

Val demanded an expl anati on.
"What are you doing here?" he tried to outscreech the

wi nd.
I n answer she cl apped her wet, nuddy hand across his

mout h and pull ed hi mback fromthe | evee.

They reached the sem -shelter of a rotting sumrer-

house where he put down the chest. Ricky pushed her wet
hair out of her eyes. It was inpossible for themto hear
each other without scream ng nadly.

"Jeens told me—after you left—Vval! How coul d you
be so mad!"

"I made it." He touched the chest with his toe. "After
we had practically kidnapped him we couldn't let his
bel ongi ngs just float away. But why are you out here? And

where did that boat cone fron?"

"l came out here after Jeens told nme. I'mall right."
She | aughed shakily. "I've got ny ol dest clothes on—and
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this," she touched her cape. "1 couldn't stay in there-

wai ting—after I knew. And | didn't want Rupert to ask
questions. So | said that | was going to bed with a headache.
Then | slipped out here to the levee. And | hadn't been

here two minutes before that boat cane downstream There
were four men in it and they got out and went into the
bushes over there. And, Val, Rupert is down at the other

end of the garden where they are having trouble with the

| evee. Hol mes and Crei ghton went down to see if they

could help, too, just after you left. There's nobody but
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Charity up at the house with Lucy and Letty-Lou. Val,
what are we going to do?" she appealed to him

"First 1'll investigate these visitors,'
though he felt far fromeasy wthin.

he said easily,

"Me too," she said firmy if ungramatically, and
since Val could not wait to argue, she went al ong.

They took the route she had wat ched the invaders follow,
wriggling through wet bushes and around trees.

"Val, look out!" She grabbed his armand so saved him
fromtunbling headl ong into a black hole in the ground.
Vines and a small shrub or two had been ruthlessly torn

out to bare the opening. It was here that the visitors nust
have gone to earth. And then Val had a glinmering of the
truth; the "Boss" and his friends had at |ast found Jeens'
private door.

Prudence urged that they return to the house and send

Sam Two or some ot her nessenger down to the cross-

roads store to summon the police by phone. Prudence

however had never successfully advised any Ral estone.

They had a decided taste for righting their own battles. So,
torch in hand, Val dropped into the hole. And a nonent

|later Ricky slid do to join him

They stood in a rough passage. Stout tinbers banked its
sides and guarded the roof. There was a danp under -

ground snell such as Val had noted in the cellar of the
house, but the air was fresh enough. After the first hasty
survey, the boy held his fingers over the bulb of the
flash-Sight so that only the faintest glimer escaped to
Iight their path.

The passage was short, ending abruptly in a |ow bricked
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room Save for thenselves, a tangle of rotting rope in a far
corner, and two lively black beetles, it was enpty.

"Val ," Ricky's throaty whisper reached him "can't
you guess what this is? The first pirate Ralestone's

st or age- house! "
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It was a likely enough expl anati on—+hough not hi ng coul d
have been stored there very long; the place was too danp.
Beads of slinmy noisture fromthe walls dripped slowy
down, shining like silver in the light.

At the other side of the roomwas a corridor branching
away. But this they barely glanced into, little knowi ng how
that neglect was to prove disastrous in the end. It was the
mai n door to their right which interested them nost, for
that led, so far as Val could deternine, toward the house.
And that nust have been the one the nysterious visitors

had fol | owed.
Thus they canme into the second of their pirate ancestor's

store-roons. This one was |ong and narrow. Three wooden
casks eaten with decay and spotted with fungus stood
against the wall, testifying to the use to which this cham
ber had been put, though the all-pervadi ng danp coul d not

have been good for the wine.

Again a dark archway tenpted themon, and the third
roominto which they cane had a nmore grimremn nder of

the scarlet past of the house. For Ricky stunbled over

sonet hing which clinked dully. And when Val used the

flash they | ooked down upon a telltale length of chain
ending in an iron ring, its other end soldered into the wall

"Val ," Ricky's voice quavered, "did—did they keep
peopl e here?
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"Sl aves, perhaps," her brother answered soberly and
shoved the rusting netal aside with his foot. But there
were two ot her chains hanging frcmthe wall, speaking of
past horrors of which he did not care to think

And then as their light picked out these daming
testinmonials, Val thought that the Ral estones, for all their
pride and fine, brave airs, had been only pirates after all
akin to those whomthey were now hunting through the

dar k.

There was a | ow arched doorway of brick on the right

side of the room and this they passed through. Beyond
were three broad stone steps, worn a little on the treads,
one cracked clear across. These led to a wide | andi ng
paved with brick. Here the walls were brick as" well.

Ri cky touched one involuntarily and drew back her hand
with a little exclamation of disgust. She wi ped her palm
vi gorously on the wet surface of her cape.

Everywhere was the snell of rot and slow, vile decay.

In spite of its historical associations, decided Val, this
vault should be sealed forever fromthe daylight and left to
the sol e occupancy of those nanmel ess things .which creep
inits dark. The very air, in spite of its freshness, seened
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t ai nt ed.

Anot her flight of stairs was before them the treads

fashi oned of stone but equipped with a rotted wooden
hand-rail. And above was the faint reflection of |ight and
the sound of voices. Val hesitated and realized for the first
time how fool hardy their expedition was.

Those above woul d be prepared to handl e interruptions.
Val was determned to keep Ricky out of trouble, and to
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go on alone was the rankest folly. But, as he hesitated, the
deci sion was taken out of his hands, for the |ight above
suddenly becane brighter. Grabbing at Ricky's arm he
stunbl ed back into the shelter of the archway, pulling her

after him
A round circle of light shone plainly at the top of die

stairs. Someone was com ng down. Ricky's breath was
warm on Val's cheek and she noved with a faint crackling
of her cape which sounded as |loud as a thunderclap in his

ears.
"How re we gonna do it w thout bustin' the wall down?"

demanded an aggri eved voice fromthe top of the stairs.
"There ain't no knob, no handle, no nothin' to work it
fromthis side. And these guys what stored their stuff here
in the boot-leggin" days never got into the house."

"The boy got through, didn't he?" Val knew that voice,
the Boss of the swanp neeting. "Well, if he did, we

can.
"Li ssen, Boss, it's a secret, ain't it? An' we gotta know

how it works before we can work it. An' |lissen here, you
swanp bum you keep outta ny way-see? | don't care if
you were one of Mke Flannigan's boys; that don't cut no
ice with ne." This trucul ent warning nust have been
addressed to an unseen conpani on on the sanme stair |evel
The |isteners bel ow heard a faint sound which m ght have
mar ked a collision and then the hiss of swanp French
spoken hurriedly and angrily.

"What ' re you gonna do now. Boss?"
The light half-way down the stairs paused. "There is

sonme way of opening that panel —=
1%
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"An'" we gotta find it. Al right, all right. But tell ne
how. "

"I don't know whether it will be necessary to open
it—fromthis side."

"What d'ya nean?”

"Use that thick skull of yours. Red. Doors sw ng two
ways, don't they? They can be used either to go in or to
go out."

"Got it!" The thick voice was oily with flattering
approval . "We can get out this way—

"Smart work. Red. Did you think that out all by
yoursel f?" asked the other contenptuously. "Yes, we can
conme out this way when"—his voice was sharp with

pur pose—we are finished. Send one of these swanpers

down to the | evee where the nmen are working. As |ong as
this flood keeps rising we're safe. Then the other three of
us will go for the house. W nmay be seen that way, but
there's no use spending any nore tinme here playing tick-
tack-toe on that wood up there. W |ocate what we want,
and if we're cornered we can cone out through here to the
bayou. Slick enough.™

"Great stuff, Boss— Red began. But the rest was

muf fl ed, for R cky and Val drew back into the room of the
chains. There was only one thing to do now+each Rupert
and the others and prepare to neet these skulkers in the
open. But before they had quite crossed the room R cky
came to grief. She caught her foot in one of those grue-
sone chains and stunbled forward, falling on her hands
and knee. The noi se of her fall echoed around the | ow
chanmber with betraying cl anor.
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A white |ight beat upon them as Val stooped to aid
Ri cky.

"Stop!" canme the shout, but Val had only one thought,

to dimthat light. He swung back his armand flung his

own flash straight at the other. There was a grunt of pain
and the light fell to the floor. Wth the tinkle of breaking
glass it went out. Val pulled Ricky to her feet and threw
her toward the door, forgetting everything but the wild
pani ¢ whi ch urged himout of that place of foul darkness.
They brui sed their hands against the brick as they felt for
the opening, and then they were out in the other chanber.

"Val," Ricky clung to him "I've got that little flash
keep under ny pillow at night. Wait a minute until | get it
out of my pocket. W can't find our way out of here

without a light."
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Muf f1 ed sounds from behind them suggested that their
pursuers were on the trail even without light. After all,
given time enough, it would be easy for themto feel their
way out of the vaults. Val hustled Ricky on, taking his
direction fromone of the w ne-casks he had bunped- into.
And before he-allowed her to hunt for her torch they stood

in the first of the chanbers

The |Iight she produced was poor and it flickered

wam ngly. But it was good enough for themto see the

dark opening which led to the outer world. They ducked

into this just as the first of the other party canme cursing
into the open. At Val's orders, Ricky switched off the |ight
and they crept along by the wall, one hand on its guiding

sur f ace.
198
RALESTONE LUCK

But the way seened |longer than it had upon their entering.
Surely they should have reached the garden entrance by
now. And the surface underfoot remmined | evel instead of
sl anting upward. Suddenly Ricky gave a little cry.

"We've taken the wrong passage! There's only a bl ank
wall in front of us!"

She was right. The torch showed a brick surface across
their path, and Val renmenbered too |ate the second pas-
sage out of the first chanber. They nust go back and hope
to elude the others in the dark

"They may have all gone out, thinking we were stil
ahead of them" he nused al oud.

"Well, it's got to be done," Ricky observed, "so we
m ght as well do it."

Back they went al ong the unknown passage. This appeared

to run straight out fromthe first chamber. But why it had
been fashi oned and then walled up they had no way of

knowi ng. Ricky's torch picked out the entrance at |ast.

"Wait," Val cautioned her, "we had better see how the
land Iies before we go out in the open.™

They stood |istening. Save for the constant drip, drip of
water, there was no sound.
"l guess it's clear," he said.

"Wonder where all the water is coming from?" Ricky
shi ver ed.

"Down fromthe garden. Cone on, | think it's safe to
have a |ight now "

Ri cky must have been hol ding the torch upward when
She pressed the button, for the round circle of light ap-
peared on the supporting tinbers above the door. They
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bot h | ooked up, fascinated for a nonment. The ol d oak had
been laid in a crisscross pattern, the best support possible
in the days when the vaults had been nade.

"How wet — began Ri cky.

Val cried out suddenly and struck at her. The bl ow sent
her sprawling some three or four feet back in the passage.
There m ght be tine yet to cover her body with his own,

he pl anned desperately, before—

The sound of slipping earth was all about themas Va

flung hinself toward Ricky. As he thrust blindly at her
body, rolling her back farther into the tunnel, he felt the
first clod strike full upon his shoulder. Ricky's conplain-
i ng whinper was the last thing he heard clearly. For out of
the dark cane the crash of breaking tinber.

He was felled by a stroke across the upper arm and then
followed a chill darkness in which he was utterly swal | owed

up.
15

Pl ECES OF El GHT—
RALESTONES' FATE
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Through the dull roaring which filled his ears Val heard a
sharp call:

"Val! Val, where are you? Val!"
He stared up into utter bl ackness.
"Val !'"

"Here, Ricky!" But that thin thread of a whisper surely
didn't belong to him He tried again and achi eved a sort of
croak. Sonet hing noved behind himand there was an
answering rattle of falling clods.

"Val, I"'mafraid to nove," her voice wavered unsteadily.
"It seenms to be falling yet. \Where are you?"
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The boy tried to investigate, only to find hinmself nore
securely fastened than if he had been scientifically bound.
And now that the mists had cleared fromhim his spine

and back felt a sharp pain to which he was no stranger
From hi s breast-bone down he was held as if in a vise
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"Are you hurt, Ricky?" He formed the words slowy.

Every breath he drew thrust a red-hot knife between his
ribs. He turned his head toward her, pillow ng his cheek
on the gritty clay.

"No. But where are you, Val? Can't you come to nme?"

"Sorry. L)n—unavoi dably detained," he gasped. "Don't
try any crawling or the rest may cone down on us."

"Val! What's the matter? Are you hurt?" Her questions
cut sharply through the darkness.
"Banged up a little. No"—he heard the rustle which

betrayed her movenents—don't try to come to nme—Pl ease,
Ri cky!"

But with infinite caution she came, until her brother felt
the edge of her cape against his face. Then her questing
hand touched his throat and slid downward to his shoul ders.

"Val!" He knew what horror colored that cry as she
cane upon what inprisoned him

"It's all right, Ricky. I"'mjust pinned in. If | don't try to
move |'msafe.” Quickly he tried to reassure her.

"Val, don't lie to ne nowyou're hurt!"
"It's not bad, really, Ricky—

"Ch!" There was a single small cry and a nmonent of
litter silence and then a hurried rustling.

"Here." Her hand groped for his head. "I've wadded
up nmy cape. Can | slip it under your head?"
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"Better not try just yet. Anything m ght send off the

| andsl i de agai n. Just—ust give me a mnute or two to—to
sort of catch ny breath.” Catch his breath, when every
sobbi ng gasp he drew was a st ab!

"Can't we—an't | |lift sonme of the stuff off?" she
asked.

"No. Too risky."

"But —but we can't stay here—' Her voice trailed off
and it was then that she nust have realized for the first
time just what had happened to them

"I"'mafraid we'll have to, Ricky," said her brother
qui etly.

"But, Val Vval, what if—f—

"If we aren't found?" he put her fear into words. "But
we will be. Rupert is doubtless noving a | arge amount of
earth right now to acconplish that."
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"Rupert doesn't know where we are." She had regai ned
control of both voice and spirit. "W—we may never be
found, Val."

"I was a fool," he stated plainly a fact which he now
knew to be only too true.

"I woul d have conme even if you hadn't, Val," she
answer ed generously and untruthfully. It was perhaps the
ki ndest thing she had ever said.

Now t hat the noi se of the catastrophe had di ed away

they could hear again the drip of water. And that sound
tortured Val's dry throat. A glass of cool water—He turned
his head restlessly.

"If we only had a light," came R cky's w sh.
"The flash is probably buried."
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"Val, will—=will it be fun?"
"What ?" he demanded, suddenly alert at her tone. Had

the dark and their trouble nmade her |ight-headed?

"Being a ghost. We—we could walk the hall with
Great-uncle Rick; he wouldn't begrudge us that,"

"Ricky! Stop it!"
Her answering | augh, though shaky, was sane enough

"I do pick the wong times to display ny sense of
hunor, don't 1? Val, is it so very bad?"

Sonething within himcrunbled at that question

"Not so good. Lady," he replied in spite of the resol u-
ti ons he had nade.

She brushed back the hair glued by perspiration to his
forehead. Ricky was not gold, he thought, for gold is a
rather dirty thing. But she was all steel, as clean and
shining as a blade fresh fromthe hands of a naster arnorer.
He made a great effort and found that he could nove his
right arman inch or two. Concentrating all his strength
there, he wiggled it back and forth until he could draw it
free fromthe weckage. But his left, shoul der and side
were nunb save for the pain which came and went.

"Got my armfree," Val told her exultantly and reached
up to feel for her in the dark. Hs fingers closed upon
coarse cloth. He pulled feebly and sonething rolled toward

hi m

"What's this?"
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Ri cky's hands slid along his armto the thing he had
found. He coul d hear her exploring novenents.
"It's some sort of a bundle. | wonder "where it came
from™
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"Some nore rermains of die jolly pirate days, | suppose.”
"Here's sonething el se. A bag, 1 think. Ugh! It snells
nasty! There's a hole in it—Oh, here's a piece of noney.

At least it feels like noney. There's nore in the bag." She
pressed a di sk about as large as a half-dollar into Val's
pal m

"Pirate | oot— he began. Anything that woul d keep
them from thi nki ng of where they were and what had
happened was to be wel coned.

"Val "—he coul d hear her nopve uneasil|y—renmenber
that old saying: "Pieces of eight—Ral estones' fate?"
"Al'l good fam|ies have curses,"” he reni nded her
"And good fam|ies can have—ean have accidents, too."

There could be no answer to that. Nor did Val feel |ike
answering. The savage pain in his |legs and back had given
way to a kind of nunbness. A chill not caused by the dank

air cramed up his body. What—what if his injuries were
wor se than he had thought? Wat if—f—

The dripping of the water seened | ouder, and it no

|l onger fell with the sane rhythm Ricky nmust be counting
money fromthe bag. He could hear the clink of netal

agai nst stone as she dropped a piece.

"Don't lose it," he muttered foggily.

"Lose what ?"

"Your pieces of eight."

"What do you nean?"

"l haven't touched—Val, do—do you feel worse?"

But he had no thought now for his body. If Ricky had

not dropped the noney, then what had caused the clink?
He ground his cheek against the clay. Thud. thud, clink,
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thud. That was not water dripping nor coin rattling. That
was the sound of digging. And diggi ng meant—

"Ri cky! They're digging! |I can hear them"

Her fingers closed about his free hand until the nails dug

into the flesh. "Where?"
"l don't know. Listen!"

The sound had grown in strength until now, though
muffl ed, it sounded through that part of the passage stil
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remai ni ng open.

"I't cones fromthis end. From behind that wall. But
why should it cone fromthere?"

"Does it matter? Val, do you suppose they could hear
me if | pounded on the wall at ms side?"

"You haven't anything heavy enough to pound with."

"Yes, | have. This package thing that you found. It's
quite heavy. Val, we've got to let themknow we're here!"

She crawl ed away, moving with caution | est she bring

on another slide. That reassuring thud, thud still sounded.
Then, after long minutes, Val heard the answering bl ow
fromtheir side. Three times Ricky struck before the rhythm
of the digging was broken. Then there was silence fol -

| oned by three sharp blows. They had heard

Ri cky beat a perfect tattoo in joy and was quickly
answered. Then the thud, thud began again, but this tine

the pace was qui ckened.
"They' ve heard! They're coming!" Ricky's voice shrilled
until it becanme a scream "Val, we're found!"

A cl od was | oosened somewhere above them and crashed
upon the weckage. Wwuld the efforts of their rescuers
bring on another slide?
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"Be quiet, Ricky," Val croaked a warning, "it's stil
nmovi ng. "

Then there canme the sharp clink of netal against stone.
"Val ," called Ricky, "they're right against the wall now "

"Cone back here, away fromit. We—we don't want
you caught, too," he answered her

Obedi ently she crawl ed back to himand again he felt

her hand cl ose about his. The sound of metal grating

agai nst stubborn brick filled their pocket of safety. But as
an oni nous acconpani nent cane the soft hiss of earth

sliding onto the weckage. Which would win to themfirst,
the rescuers or the second slide?

There was a vicious grinding noise fromthe walled end
of the passage. A noment later a blinding ray of |ight
swung in, to focus upon them

"Ri cky! Val!"

Val was blinking stupidly at the light, but Ricky had
presence of m nd enough to answer.
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"Here we are!"”

"Look out," Val roused enough to warn, "the walls are
unsafel™"

"We're conming through," rang the answer out of the
dark. "Stand away!"

Now t hat they could see, Val realized for nme first time

the danger of their position. A jagged, water-rotten beam
hal f covered with clay and sand | ay across him and beyond
mat was a mass of splintered wood and wet earth. Alittle
sick, he | ooked up at Ricky. She was staring at the weckage.
Her eyes were black in a white, mud-sneared face.

"Vai Val!" Hi s nane cane as the thinnest of whispers.
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"It isn't as bad as it |ooks," he said hurriedly.
"Sonet hi ng underneath nust be supporting nost of the
wei ght or—er | wouldn't be here at all."

"Val ," she repeated, and then, paying no heed to his
frantic injunctions to keep away, she dug at earth and
rotten wood with her hands. Using the |long bundle clum
sily wapped in stained canvas, she |levered a piece of
beam out of the way so that she might get down on her
knees and scoop up the sand and cl ay.

"Ricky! Val!" The light swng ahead as soneone scram
bl ed through the hole in the barrier wall. Then, when the
ray held firmupon them the headl ong rush was checked

for along instant. "Val!"

"Get her—away," he begged. "Another—slip—=

But before he had done, a |long arm gathered Ri cky up

as if she had been a child. "Right," came the firm answer.
"Sam take M ss 'Chanda back. Then—=

Val was watching the reflection of the flash on the

broken roof above him Sand slid in tiny streans down the

wall, mingling with die greenish trickles of water. There

were queer blue and green arcs painted on the brick which

had something to do with the hot pain behnid his eyes. The
blue turned to orange—+to scarlet—

"Careful! Right here in the hall, Hol nes—=

The broken earth above hi m had sonehow been changed

to a high celing, die chill darkness to blazing Iight and

war nt h.
"Ri cky?" he asked.

"Here, Val." Her face was very close to his.
"You—are—al | —+i ght ?"
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'Course!" But she was crying. "Don't try to talk
Val. Yo.u must be quiet."

He heard someone noving toward them but he kept his
eyes on Ricky's face. "W did it!"

"Yes," she answered slowy, "we didit."

"Val, don't try to talk." Rupert's face showed above

Ri cky's hunched shoul der. There was an odd, strained

| ook about his nouth, a snear of nud across his cheek

But the harsh tone of his voice struck his brother as dunb
as if he had sl apped him

"Sorry," Val shaped the words stiffly, "all ny fault."

"Nothing's your fault," Ricky's indignant answer cut
in. "But—but just be quiet, Val, until the doctor cones."

He turned his head slowy. On the hearth-stone stood
Charity talking quietly to Holnes. Just within the circle of
the firelight lay a bundl e which he had seen before. But of
course, that was the thing they had found in the passage,
whi ch Ri cky had used to pound out their answer to Rupert.

"Ri cky— Val always believed that it was sone in-
stinct out of the past which forced that whisper out of
hi m=Ri cky, open that package."

"Why— she began, but then she got to her feet and

went to the bundle, twisting the tarred rope that fastened it
in avain attenpt to undo the intricate knots. It was Hol nes

who produced a knife and sawed through the tough cord.

And it was Hol mes who unrolled the strips of canvas,

oil-silk, and greasy skins. But it was R cky who took up

what lay within and held it out so that it reflected both red
firelight and gol den roomli ght.

Her brother's sigh was one of satisfaction.
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For Ricky held aloft by its ponderous hilt a great war
sword. There could be no doubt in any of themthe Luck
of Lome had returned.

"W found it!" breathed Ricky.
"Put it inits place," Val ordered.

Wthout a word, Rupert drew out a chair and scranbl ed
up. Taking from R cky's hands the anci ent weapon, he
slipped it into the niche their pirate ancestor had made for
it. In spite of me years underground, the netal of hilt and
bl ade was clear. Seven hundred years of history—their

Luck!
"Everything will cone right again,', Val repeated as
Ri cky came back to him "You'll see. Everything—w || —
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be—al | —+ight."

His eyes closed in spite of his efforts. He was back in
t he darkness where he could only feel the warnth of
Ri cky's hands cl asped about his.
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"1 like Louisiana," draw ed Holnmes lazily fromhis perch
on the wi ndow seat. ' "The most inprobable things happen
here. One finds secret passages under houses and nedi eva
war swords stuck in drains. Then there are 'things that go
boonp in the night,' too. It might be worth settling down
here—~'

"Not for you," cut in Charity briskly. "Too far from
the bright lights for you, ny man."

"Just for that,"” he triunphed, "I shall not return this
| ost property found under a cushion of the couch in the
hal I ."
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At the sight of that fanmiliar black note-book, Val shifted
uneasily on his pillows. Rupert got up

"Tired, old man?" he asked and reached to straighten
one of his brother's feather-stuffed supports.

Val shook his head. Being bandaged |ike a nmumy was
wearyi ng, but one had to hunor two broken ribs and a
fractured coll ar-bone.

"Sonetinmes," replied Charity, "you are just too clever,
M. Judson Hol mes. That does not happen to be ny

property."

"No?" He flipped it open and held it up so that she
m ght see what lay within. "I'll admit that it isn't your
usual sort of stuff, but—=

She was staring at the drawings. "No, that isn't nine.
But who—

Ri cky got up fromthe end of Val's cot and went to
| ook. Then she turned, her eyes shining with excitenent.
"You're trying themagain! But, Val, you said you never

woul d. "

"G ve ne that book!" he ordered grimy. But Rupert

had calmMy collected the trophy and was turning over the
pages one by one. Val made a horrible face at Ricky and
resigned hinself to the inevitable.
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"How | ong have you been doing this sort of thing?" his
brot her asked as he turned the | ast page.

"Ever so long," Ricky answered for Val brightly. "He
used to draw whole letters fromthem when we were at
school. There were two sets, one for good days and the
ot her for bad."
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"And now," Val cut in, "suppose we just forget the
whole matter. WIIl you please |l et ne have that!"

"Rupert, don't let himgo all nobdest on us now, " urged
the denmon sister. "One retiring violet in the famly is
enough. "

"And who is the violet? Your charnming sel f?" inquired
Hol nes.

"No." Ricky smled pleasantly. "Only M. Creighton
m ght be interested in the contents of Bluebeard' s Chanber.
What do you think, Rupert?"

At that audacious hint, Val remenbered the night of the
stormand Ricky's strange attitude then

"So Rupert's the nissing author,’
"Vell, well, well."

he comrented |ightly.

Charity's indulgent snmile faded, and Hol nes, suddenly
alert, |leaned forward. Rupert stared at Val for a |ong
monent, his face blank. Was he going to retire behind his
wal | of reserve fromwhich their venture underground had
routed hin?P O was he going to renmain the very human
person who had spent eight hours of every day at his
brother's beck and call for the past few weeks?

"Regul ar Charlie Chan, aren't you?" he asked mildly.

Val's sigh of relief was echoed by Ricky. "Thanks—so
much, " Val replied hunmbly in the well-known manner of
the fanpbus detective Rupert had |ikened himto.

"Then we are right?" asked Ri cky.

Rupert's eyebrows slid upward. "You seened too sure
to be in doubt," he comrented.

"Well, | was sure at times. But then no one can ever be
really sure of anything about you," she admitted frankly.
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"But why— protested Charity.

"Way didn't | spread the glad tidings that | was turning
out the great American novel ?" he asked. "I don't know.
Perhaps | am a viol et—0?" He | ooked pained at Ricky's
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snort of dissent. "Or perhaps | just don't like to talk about
t hi ngs which may never cone true. Wien | didn't hear
fromLever, | thought that my worst forebodings were
realized and that my scribbling was worthl ess. But you

know, " he paused to fill his pipe, "witing is nore or |ess
like the drug habit. |I've told stories all ny life, and
found nyself tied to ny typewiter in spite of ny

di sappointnment. As for tal king about it—well, how nuch

has Val ever said about these?" He ruffled the pages of the

not e- book provoki ngly.

"Not hing. And you woul d never have seen those if |
could have prevented it," his brother replied. "Those are

for my private satisfaction only."

"Two geniuses in one famly." Ricky rolled her eyes
heavenward. "This is alnost too, too nmuch!"

"Jeens," Val ordered, "you're the nearest. Can't you
make her shut up?"

"Just let himtry," said his sister sweetly. The swanper
grinned but made no nmove to stir fromhis chair.

Jeens had becone as nmuch a part of Pirate's Haven as

the Luck, which Val could see fromhis cot glimmering
dully inits niche in the Long Hall. The swanper's confine-
ment in the sick-roomhad pal ed his heavy tan and he had

| ost the sullen frown which had made hi m appear so ol d

and bitter. Now, dressed in a pair of Val's white sl acks
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and a shirt fromhis wardrobe, Jeens was as nuch at ease
in his surroundings as Rupert or Hol nes.

It had been Jeens who had saved Ricky and Val on that

ni ght of terror when they had been trapped in the secret
ways of their private ancestors. Sam Two had trailed

Ri cky to the garden and had witnessed their entering the
tunnel . But fear of the dark unknown had kept himfrom
venturing in after them So he had lingered there |ong
enough to see the invaders cone out and take to the river
Cat chi ng sonme words of theirs about a cave-in, he had
gone pelting off to Rupert with the story.

The investigating party fromthe | evee had di scovered.

to their horror, the passage choked for half its length. They
were making a futile and dangerous attenpt to clear it

when Jeens appeared on the scene. Letty-Lou having

given him a garbl ed account of events, he had staggered
fromhis bed in an effort to reach Rupert. He al one knew

the underground ways as well as he knew the garden. And

so once getting Rupert's attention, he had set themto work
in the cellar cutting through to the one passage which
paral |l el ed the foundation walls.

In the weeks which followed their enmergence fromthe

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (139 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:38 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

threatened tonb, the swanper had unobtrusively slipped

into a place in the household. Wile Val was frightening

his fanmly by indulging in a bout of fever to conplicate his
injuries, Jeens was proving hinself a tower of strength

and a person to be relied upon. Even Lucy had once

asked his opinion on the inportance of a fire in the hall, and
with that his position was assured.
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O the invaders they had heard or seen no nore, al-

t hough the police had visited Pirate's Haven on two sepa-
rate occasions, interview ng each and every nenmber of the
househol d. They had al so made a half-hearted attempt to
search the swanp. But for all die evidence they found,

Ri cky and Val night have been nerely indulging in an
over-vivid dream Save that the Luck hung again in the

Long Hall.
"Seriously, though,"” Hol mes drew Val's thoughts out

of the past, "these are worth-while. Wuld you mnd if |
showed diemto a friend of mne who m ght be interested?
Since Rupert had al ready nodded and Charity had handed
hi m di e not e-book, Val decided that he could hardly raise

a protest.
"Rupert,"” Charity glanced at him "are you going to

see Crei ghton?"
"Since all has been discovered,"” he msquoted, "I

suppose dial that is all nmere is left for nme to do."

"Then you had better do it today; he's planning to | eave
for die North tonight," she informed turn

Rupert canme to life. For all his pose of unconcern, he
was excited. In die long days Val had been tied to the cot
hurriedly set up in a comer of die draw ng-roomon the

ni ght of die rescue—+t had been thought w ser to nove
hi m no farther dian necessary—he had found again die rea
Rupert dl ey had known of old. There was little he could
conceal from his younger brother nower so Val thought.

"Sam has die convertible," Rupert said. "There's sone-
thing wong widt die brakes and | told himto take it to
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town and have it | ooked over. Goodness only knows what
time he'll be back."

"See here, Ralestone," Holnmes | ooked at his wi st-
watch, "I've the car | rented here widi ne. Let ne drive
you in. Charity has to go, anyway, and see about sending
of f those sketches of hers.”

"Ch, but we were going together," protested Ricky. "I
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have sone shopping to do."

"Very sinple," Val suggested. "Wy don't you all
go?"

"But dial would | eave you al one." Rupert shook his
head.

"No. There's Jeens."
"I don't know," Rupert hesitated doubtfully.

"It doesn't reqire nore than one person to wait on ne at
present,"” Val said firmy. "Now all of you go. But

renenber, | shall expect die Greeks to return bearing
gifts."
Hol mes saluted. "Right you are, my hearty. Well, |adies,

die chariot awaits wthout."

In spite of dieir protests, Val at last got rid of them
Since he had a project of his own, he was only too glad to
see die last of his oversolicitous famly for awhile.

Val had never been able to understand why broken ribs

or a fractured collar-bone should chain one to the bed. And
since he had recovered fromhis wenched back he was

eager to be up and around. In private, with the protesting
assi stance of Sam Two, he had nade a pil grinage across

die room and back. And now it was his full intention to be
seated on die terrace when the famly cane hone.
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It was Lucy of all people who aided fortune to give him
his opportunity.

"M stuh Val," she announced fromthe doorway as the
sound of the car pulling out of the drive signaled the
departure of the city-bound party, "themlight's out agin.”

"Anot her fuse gone? That's the second this week. Wo's
been pl ayi ng ganes?" he asked.

"This no-'count!" She dragged out of hiding from be-

hi nd her vol umi nous skirts her second son, a infant who
rejoiced in the name of Qustavus Adol phus and was gener -
ally called "Doff." At that nonent he was sobbing nois-
ily and eyeing Val as if the boy were the Grand Hi gh
Executi oner of Tartary. "Yo' tell Mstuh Val what yos
doin'!" commanded his nother, enphasizing her order

wi th a shake.

"Ain't done nothin'," wailed Doff. "Sam give ne a
nickle an'say. 'Le's hab fun.' | puts the nickle in H"' hole,
then Mammy catched ne. "

"Dof f seens to be the victim Lucy," Val observed.

"Were' s San®?"
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"Don' know. But I'ma-goin' to fin' out!" she stated
with ominous determination. "How |'ma-goin' git ironin
done when dere ain't no heat fo' de iron, | asks yo'?"

"There are sonme fuses in the pantry and Jeens w |l put
one in for you," Val prom sed.

Wth a sniff Lucy withdrew, her fingers still hooked in
the collar of her tearful son. Jeens glanced at Val as he
went by the boy's cot. And Val didn't care for what he
read into that glance. Had the swanmper by any foul chance
cone to suspect Val's little plan?
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But it all turned out just as he had hoped. Val nmde that
nost nonentous trip in four easy stages, resting on the big
chair where Rupert had spent so many hours, on the bench

by the window, in the first of the deck-chairs by the side
of the French doors leading to the terrace, and then he
reached the haven of the |ast deck-chair and settled down
just where he had intended. And when Jeens returned

there was nothing he could do but accept the fact that Va
had fled the cot.

"Mss Ricky won't like this," he prophesied darkly.
"Nor M. Rupert neither. Yo' wouldn't've tried if they'd
been heah."

"Ch, stop worrying. If you' d been tied to that cot the
way |'ve been, you'd be glad to get out here, too. It's
great!"”

The sun was warm but the afternoon shadow of an oak
overhung his seat so that Val escaped the direct force of
the rays. A few feet away Satan sprawl ed full |ength,

giving a fine imtation of a cat that had rid hinself of all
nine lives, or at |least of eight and a half.

Never had the garden shown so rich a green. Ricky's

care had sharpened the lines of the flower-beds and had set
shrubs in their proper places. And the plants had repaid her
with a riot of blossons. A breeze set the gray nobss to
swayi ng fromthe branches of the oak. And a green grass-
hopper crossed the terrace in four great |eaps, al nobst scrap-
ing Satan's ear in a fashion which mght easily have been
fatal to the insect. Val sighed and slipped down |ower in
his chair. "It's great," he nurnured agai n.
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"Sure is," Jeens echoed. He dropped down cross-
| egged beside Val, disdaining the other chair.

Satan stretched w t hout opening his eyes and yawned,

gaping to the fullest extent of his jaws, his tongue rising so
that it seened pointed like a snake's. Then he rolled over

on his other side and curled up with his paws under his

chin. A bunbl ebee bl undered by Val's head on its way to
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visit the nmoming-glories. He suddenly discovered it diffi-
cult to keep his eyes open

"Someone's comin'," observed Jeens. "Ah just heard
a car turnin fromthe road."
"But the fol ks have been gone such a short tine," Va

pr ot est ed.
However, the car which came al nost noi sel essly down

the drive was not the one in which the fam |y had departed.

It had the shape of a sleek gray beetle, rounded so that it

was difficult to tell at first glance the hood fromthe rear. It
glided to a stop before the steps and after a nonent four

passengers di senbar ked
Val sinmply stared, but Jeenms got to his feet in one swift

novenent .
For, com ng purposefully up the terrace steps, were four

men they had seen before and had very good cause to
renenber for the rest of their lives.

In the lead strutted the rival, a tight smle rendering his
unl ovely features yet nore disagreeable.. Behind himtrot-
ted the red-faced counsel or who had acconpani ed hi m on

his first visit. But matching the rival step for step was the
"Boss," while "Red" brought up the rear in a tidy fashion
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"Swel |l place, ain't it?" demanded the rival, taking no
notice of Val or Jeens. "Make yourselves to hone, boys;

the place is yours."

Val gripped the armof his chair. Sam Rupert, Hol mes—
they were all beyond call.- It was left to himto meet this
unbel i evabl e i nvasion alone. There was a stir beside him
Val glanced up to nmeet the slightest of reassuring nods
fromthe swanper. Jeens was with him

"What cha gonna do with the joint. Brick?" asked Red,
tossing his cigarette down on the flagstones and grinding it
to powder with his heel

"l dunno yet.'
front door.

The rival strode inportantly toward the

"You might tell us when you find out," Val suggested
"quietly.

Wth an exaggerated start of surprise the rival turned
toward the boy.

"Ch, so it's you, kid?"

"Perhaps," Val said softly, "you had better introduce

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (143 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:38 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

your friends. After all, | like to know the names of ny
guests.”

The Boss smiled sardonically and Red grinned. Only the
red-faced | awer shuffled his feet uneasily and | ooked
fromone to another of bis conpanions with an expression
of pleading. But the rival canme directly to the point.

"Where's that high and m ghty brother of yours?" he
demanded.

"M. Ralestone will doubtless be very glad to see you,"
Val evaded, having no desire for the visitors to discover
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just how sl ender his resources were. "Jeens, you m ght

go and tell himthat we have visitors. Go through the Long
Hall, it's nearer that way." He dug the fingernails of his
sound hand into the soft wood of the chair arm Could
Jeens interpret that hint? Soneone nust renove and hide

the Luck before these men sawit,

"Right." The swanper turned on his heel and padded
toward the French wi ndows.

"No, you don't!" the rival snarled as he moved into

line between Jeens and his objective. "Wien we want
that guy, we'll hunt himout ourselves. Wen we're good

and ready!"
"If you don't wish to see ny brother, just why did you

come?" Val asked feverishly. He nust keep themtalking
there until he had tine to think of some way of getting that

sl ender bl ade of steel into hiding.

"We're movin' in," Red answered casually for themall
"How interesting. | think that the police will enjoy

hearing that." Val conment ed.

"It's perfectly legal," bleated the | awer. "W possess

a court order to viewthe place with the purpose of apprais-
ing it for sale." He drew a stiff paper fromthe inside
pocket of his coat and waved it toward the boy.

"Bunk! 1 don't know nuch about the |aw but | do know
that you coul d have obtai ned nothing of the kind wthout
our being notified. And just which one of you has been

sel ected to do the appraising?"
"Hm" answered Red | aconically and jerked his thunb

at the Boss.
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"So," Jeens stared at him "since yo' couldn't git
what yo' want by thievin' at night, yo're goin' to try and
git it by day."

"But what are you really after? I'mcurious to know.

You certainly don't want a sugar plantation which hasn't
been paying its way since the Gvil War. That just isn't
reasonabl e. And you ought to know that we can't afford to
buy you off. We nust be living over a gold-mne that we
haven't di scovered. Cone on, tell us where it is," Va

pr odded.

"Cut the cackle," advised Red, "an' let's git down to
it."

"l woul d advise you to get back in your car and drive
out." Val Wondered if his face | ooked as stiff as it felt.
"This visit isn't going to get you anywhere."

"W ain't goin' any place, kid," remarked the rival

"You don't seemto understand. We're stayin' right here.
I got rights and die judge has recogni zed them |'mtop
guy here now. "

"Yeah. Yuh ain't so smart as yuh think yuh are,"”
contributed Red, scowing at Val. "W ain't gonna | eave."

It wasn't Red's speech, however, that straightened the
boy's back and nade Jeens shift his position an inch or
two. There was another car com ng up the drive. And

since their enemes were all gathered before them they
could only be receiving friends, or at the worst neutrals.

But the car which came frombetween the |iveoaks to
park behind the first contained only two passengers. LeFleur
and Creighton got out, stopped in surprise to viewthe
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party on the terrace, and then cane up, shoving by

Red.
"Quite a party," Val observed. "But how did you

manage to arrive so opportunel y?"
"W have nade a discovery," panted the Creol e | awer

"a very inportant discovery. Wiat are these nmen doing

her e?"
"W got a court order to viewthis house for sale." The

rival was truculent. "An' it's all legal. The nout hpi ece
says so," he indicated his counsel or.

" Per haps,
had better introduce us.

Creighton's cool tones cut through, "you
" There was a decided change in
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hi s manner. Gone was his shy nervousness, his slightly
hesitant reserve, ft was a keen busi ness man who stood

t here now.

Val grinned. "You see before you the fam |y skel eton

May | introduce M. Ralestone, who firmy believes that he
is the Ralestone of Pirate's Haven? And three ot her—shal
we say gentlenmen—-whom | nyself have never net formally.
Though | did have the pleasure, | believe," he addressed
the Boss directly, "of blackening your eye."

"Yeah, |'m Ral estone, and |'m gonna have ny rights,"

stated the rival briskly.
"You are a descendant of Roderick Ral estone?" asked

Lei eur.

"Yuh know | am 1 got proofs!”
"The man is a liar," Creighton said calmy.
As they stared at him LeFl eur nodded. Val saw an ugly

grin begin to curve Red's thick lips.
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"Yeah? An how do yuh know that, wi se guy?" he
asked.

"Because there is only one Roderick Ralestone in this
generation and he is standing right there. Pernit me to
i ntroduce Roderick St. Jean Ral estone!”

The person he turned to was Jeensl
17

THE RETURN OF RI CK
RALESTONE

Val ventured to break the sudden silence which resulted
from Crei ghton's astoni shing statenent.

"But how—why—

"Yeah," the rival had collected a neasure of his scat-
tered wits, "whatta yuh nean, w se guy?"

"Just this— LeFleur drew hinself up and faced the

i nvaders sternly—1 have only this very norning depos-
ited with the probate court certain docunents naking very
plain the identity of this young man. Wthout the shadow
of a doubt he is the only living descendant of Roderick
Ral estone and his wife. Valeric St. Jean de Roche. 1 have
al so sworn out a conplaint—
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Then the Boss took a hand in the gane. "The boy's a
m nor," he observed.
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"Through me," LeFleur returned, "M . Rupert Ral estone
as nearest of kin has applied for guardi anship and there
will be no difficulty in the settlenent of that matter."

"Yeah!" The rival threw his gloves on the terrace and

gl ared not at LeFleur but at his own backing. Having

stared at the | awer of his party until that unfortunate man
|l ost all assurance, he attacked the Boss. "So, w se guy,
what now? W ain't got such a snap as yuh said we were
gonna have. W were gonna nove right in and take over

the joint, were we? W didn't have anything to worry

about. For once we was playin' with the | aw. Yeah, we

were. We are nothin'" but a gang of mugs. Whatta we

gonna do now, huh? You oughta know. Ain't yuh been

doin' our thinkin" for us all along? W can't grab the |and
and run. W gotta canp right here if we're gonna git

anyt hing. And how are we gonna—

"Sinpson!" the Boss's voice was sharp. "Be quiet!

You are becom ng wearisone. Gentlenen," he bowed

slightly toward LeFl eur and Crei ghton, "one cannot fight
bad luck, and this tinme Fate smles upon you. It was a
good-idea if it had worked," he added nusingly. "Young

Ral est one seens to have gathered all the aces into his
hand. Even," the drawl becane a sneer, "even the guard-

i anship of the mssing heir, which will nmean a nice sumin
the bank for the happy guardian, if all reports are true."

"What did you want here?" Val asked for the last tine.

The Boss smiled. "I shall |eave that nystery for you to
unravel , ny wounded hero. It should occupy an idle no-
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ment or two. Doubtless all will be nade clear in the
fullness of tinme. As for you," he turned upon LePl eur,
"there is no use in your entertaining any foolish idea

of calling the police. For our invasion today we have a
court order; unhappily it is no |onger of use. But we did
come here in good faith, as we are prepared to prove. And
all other evidence of any |awbreaki ng upon our part rests,
bel i eve, upon the word of two boys, evidence which m ght
be twisted by a clever |awer. You may prosecute Sinp-
son for perjury, of course. But | think that Sinpson will
not be in this part of tile country long. Yes," he | ooked
about hi monce nmore at garden and house, "it was a very
good idea. A pity it did not work. Well, | nust be going
before | begin to curse ny luck. When a man does that, he
sometines loses it. You nust have found yours, | think."

"W did," Val answered, but the Boss did not hear

him for he had turned on his heel and was striding down

the terrace. For a nonent his followers hesitated uncer-
tainly and then they were after him Back into fheir sinister
beetl e-car went the invaders and then they were. gone down
the drive, leaving the Ral estones in possession of the
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victorious field.

"Now," Val said plaintively, "will sonebody pl ease
tell me just what mis is all about? Who is Jeens, really?"

"Just who | said," answered Creighton pronptly.
"Roderick St. Jean Ral estone, the only descendant of your

pirate ancestor."
"Bettah tell us the story," suggested the swanper quietly.

"Yo' ain't foolin', are yo', Mstuh Crei ghton?"
The New Yorker shook his head. "No, |'m not fooling.
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But you are not the first one to question ny story." He
smled rem niscently. "Judge Henry Lane had to see every
line of witten proof this norning before he would adm t
that the tale mght be true."

"But where did you find this 'proof?" Val demanded
as Jeens pulled up chairs for the | awer and Creighton

"In that chest of Jeens' which you brought out of the
swanp on the night of the storm" he replied pronptly.

"And. young man," he said to Jeens indignantly, "if you
had | et ne see those papers of yours a nonth ago, instead
of waiting until |ast week, we would have had this matter

cl eared up then—=

"But then we m ght never have found the Luck!" Va
pr ot est ed.

"Humph, that piece of steel is historically interesting,
no doubt," conceded Creighton, "but hardly worth risking
your life for."

"No? Well, you heard what that man said just now—

that we had found our luck. It's so; we have had good | uck
since. But I"'msorry; do get on with the story of Jeens'
box. "

"Ah gave it to him Mnday," said the swanper slowy.
"But, Mstuh Creighton, there weren't nothin' in that
chest but sonme books full of handwitin'—apst in some
funny foreign stuff—an' a French prayer-book."

"Plenty to establish your right to the name and a quarter
interest in the estate," snapped LeFleur. Val thought the
| awyer rather resented the fact that it was Creighton and
not he who had found the way out of their difficulties.

"Two of those books were ships' |ogs, kept in the
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fashion of diaries, partly in Latin," explained the New
Yorker. "The log of the ship Annette Mane for the years
1814 and 1815 gave us what we wanted. The master was
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Captai n Roderick Ral estone, although he conceal ed his

nane in a sort of an anagram After his quarrel with his
brother he apparently went to Lafitte and purchased the
ship which he had once conmanded for the snuggler

Then he sailed off into the Gulf to becone a free-trader,
with his headquarters first in Georgetown, British Quiana,
then in Dutch Curacao, and Finally at Port-au-Prince, Haiti.
It was there that he met and fell in love with Valerie St
Jean de Roche, the only living child and heir of the Comte
de Roche, who had survived the Terror of the French

Revol ution only to fall victimto the rebel slaves on his

Hai tian estates.
"Horribly injured, the Conte de Roche had been saved

fromdeath by the devotion of his daughter and her nurse,
a free wonan of color. These two wonen not only saved

his life, but nmanaged to keep himand thensel ves alive
through the dark years which followed the horrors of the
uprising and the overthrow of the French rule. The courage
of that lady of France nust have been very great. But she
was near to the end of her strength when she net Roderick

Ral est one.
"Agai nst the direct orders of the despots in the |and,

young Ral estone got de Roche and his daughter away on

his ship. Her naid chose to remai n anong her peopl e.

Ral estone hints that she was a sort of priestess of Voodoo
and that it had been her dark powers which had protected
the lives of those she |oved.
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"Ral estone took the refugees to Curacao, but de Roche

did not survive. He lived only long enough to see his
daughter narried to her rescuer and to persuade his son-in-
law to legally adopt the nanme of St. Jean de Roche, that an
old and honored famly m ght not be forgotten. The Conte's
only son had been kill ed.

"So it was as Roderick St. Jean—he dropped the 'de

Roche' in time—that he returned here in 1830. His wife
was dead, worn out while yet in her youth by the horrors
of her girlhood. But Roderick brought with hima ten-year-
old boy who had the right to both the name of Ral estone
and mat of de Roche.

"Roderick hinself was greatly changed. Years of free-
trading, both in the Gulf and in the South Seas, had made
himwholly sailor. A cutlass cut disfigured his face and
altered the Iine of his mouth. Anyone who had known
Roderi ck Ral estone would have little interest in Captain
St. Jean, the merchant adventurer. He di scusses this point
at some length in his |og, always concealing his real nane.

"For the space of a year or two he was content to live
quetly. He even opened a snall shop and dealt in |uxuries
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fromthe south. Then the desire to wander, which nust

have been the keynote of his life, drove himout into the
worl d again. He placed his son in the care of a certain
priest, whomhe trusted, and went south to become one of
the visionary revol utionists who were fighting their way
back and across South and Central America. In one bl oody
engagenent he fell, as his son notes in the old | ogs which
he was now using to record his own daily experiences."
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"Ricky said," Val nused, "that Roderick Ral estone
never died in his bed. \Wat becane of the son?"

"Fat her Justinian wanted himto enter the Church, but

in spite of his strict training he bad no vocation. The
money his father had left with the priest was enough to
establish himin a small coastw se trading venture, and

| ater he devel oped a fl atboat freight service running upriver

to Nashville."
"But didn't he ever try to get in touch with the
Ral est ones?" Val asked.

"No. When Roderick Ral estone sailed from New O -

| eans he seens to have determined to cut hinself off from
the past entirely. As | said, he used an anagamto hide his
nane all the way through the | og, and doubtless his son
never knew that there was anything strange about his
father's past. Laurent St. Jean, the son, prospered. Just
before the outbreak of the Cvil War he was reckoned one

of die ten wealthiest nen of his native city.

"But that wealth vanished in die war when shi pping no

| onger went formfromthe port. | did cone across one
interesting fact in Laurent's notes covering those years. In
1861 Laurent St. Jean built a bl ockade-runner called die

Red Bird. Hi s backer in the venture was a M. Ral estone

of Pirate's Haven. So once Ral estone did neet Ral estone

wi t hout being aware of die fact.

"Laurent St. Jean was inprisoned by 'Beast' Butler,

along wi di odier promnent nen of die city, when die
Yankees captured New Orl eans. And he died in 1867 from
alingering illness contracted during his inprisonnent. His
son, Rehe St. Jean, cane home fromwar to find hinself
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ruined. Hi s father's shipping business existed on paper
only. Having the grit and determ nati on of his grandfather,
he struggled along for alnobst ten years trying to get back
on his feet. But nose were dark years for the whole
country.

"In 1876 St. Jean gave up the struggle. Wth his Creole
wife and dieir two sons he noved into die swanps. Wrk-
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ing first as a guide and trapper and then as a hunter of
birds, he nanaged to nmake a sparse living. Hi s el dest son
followed in his footsteps, but die younger took to die sea.
Roderick St. Jean, die eldest son, died of yellow fever in
1890. He left one son to die guardianship of his brother
who had come honme fromdie sea. That son cane to | ook

upon his uncle as his father and the real relationship

bet ween di emwas half forgotten

"But Rene St. Jean die second was curious. He knew

somet hing of die world and he was interested in die past. It
was his customto do a great ampunt of reading, especially
readi ng whi ch concerned die history of his own state and
city. And once he was inclined to get out die old sea chest
whi ch had been noved widi die famly for so many years.

Then he rmust have di scovered his relationship to die

Ral est ones; perhaps he sol ved the anagram or found "die
pasted pages in the prayer-book—

"He was not anbitious for hinmself, but he wanted a

better chance for his foster-son and nephew than di e one

he had had. So he endeavored to prove his claimto this
property. Unfortunately, die |lawer he trusted was shyster
of die worst sort. He hinself had no belief in his client's
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story and nerely bled himfor small suns each nonth
wi thout ever really looking into the matter."

"Gran' pappy said he was tryin' to git his rights," broke
in Jeens. "He nevah tol' nmah pappy what he knowed.

An' he wouldn't |et anyone see into that chest—he kep' it
undah his bed. Then aftah Pappy died of the fever—Iong

wi th mah not hah—&ran' pappy cotched it too. An' the

doctah said that was what nade him so fo' getful aftahwards
He stopped goin' in town; but he came heah—huntin' his
rights,' he said. An' he tol' ne that our fortune was hidden
heah. ' Course," Jeens | ooked at them apol ogetically, "it
soun's sorta silly, but when Gran'pappy tol' yo' things yo
ki nda believed 'em So aftah he died Ah usta cone huntin
heah too. An' then when Ah opened the chest and fbun'
these— From his breast pocket he drew a wash-1 eat her

bag and opened it.

He held out to Val a chain of gold nmesh ending in a
camelian carved into a seal. "This is youah crest," he
pointed to the seal. "Ah took it in town an' a man at the
museumtol' me about it.-An" this heah is Ral estone, too,"
he indicated a small nminiature painted on a slip of yel-

| owed ivory. Val was | ooking at the face of the Ral estone
rebel, as near like the water-color copy Charity had rmade
of the museum portrait at one pea is to its pod-nmate.
Creighton took up the small painting.

"Hmm" he | ooked fromthe ivory to Jeens and then

to Val, "this is the final proof. Either one of you m ght
have sat for this. You have the sane coloring and features
If it were not for a slight difference of expression you
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m ght pass for twins. At any rate, there is no denying that
you are both Ral estones."

"I don't think that we'll ever attenpt to deny it," Val
| aughed. "But you were right, Jeens—+ nean Roderick,"
he said to his newy discovered cousin, "you do have as
much right here as we do."

Jeens colored. "Ah'msorry for sayin' that," he
confessed. "Ah thought yo' were right smart and too good
for us. An' Ah'msorry Ah played ha' nt. But Ah didn't
expec' yo' would evah see nme, only the bl acks, an'

didn't care 'bout them Ah always came when yo' were
"way or in bed."

"Wel I, you've explained your interest in the place,"
Val assented, "but what about the rival? Wiy did he
appear ?"

"It started in a blacknmail plot. Your fam |y have been
weal thy, you know," explai ned LeFleur. "But then the
schene becane nore serious when the oil prospectors
aroused interest in the swanp. Already several men whose
property bounds yours have been approached by the Cen-
tral Anerican G| Conpany with an offer for their land. It
would not at all surprise ne if you were asked to di spose
of your swanp wastel and for a good price. And the runor

of oil is what nmade the rival, as you call him try to press
his false claiminstead of nmerely holding it over you as a
threat."

"The Luck is certainly doing its stuff,"” Val observed.
"Here's the lost heir found, oil-wells bubbling at our back
door =

Andre Norton
"I would hardly say that, M. Valerius,

renonstr at ed

LeFl eur.

"They may bubble yet," the boy assured himairily. "1

woul dn't put it beyond the power of that |ength of Damas-
cus steel to make wells bubble. G l-wells bubbling," Va
continued fromthe point where the | awer had interrupted
him "Rupert turning out to be the m ssing author—

"What was that?" demanded Creighton sharply. He
was on die point of handing a small book to Jeens.

"W just discovered that Rupert is your m ssing author,"”

Val explained. "D dn't you guess when you heard the

story of the mssing Ral estone? The fanmly went into town
to tell you all about it; that's why we were al one when the

i nvaders arrived."
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"M. Ralestone my missing author! No, | didn't guess.

1 was too interested in the story—but | should have! How
stupid!" He | ooked down at the book he still held and then

put it into the swanper's hand. "Between the pages of the
prayer book, covering the offices for St. Louis' Day, you'l
find the birth certificate for Laurent St. Jean-with his right
nanme," he said. "That's a very inportant paper to keep,

young man. M. Ral estone nmy author." He w ped his

forehead with the handkerchief from his breast-pocket.

"How stupid of me not to have seen at once. But why—=

"He had sone idea that his stuff was no good when he
didn't hear fromthat agent,"” Val explained, "so he just

tried t& forget the whole matter."

"But | have to see him | have to see himat once." The
New Yor ker | ooked about himas if by wll-power alone he
could sumon Rupert to stand before himon the terrace.
236

RALESTONE LUCK

"Stay to supper and you will," Val invited. "Ri cky and
| discovered himfor you just as we prom sed we woul d.
But then you've given us Rod in return. | amnot," Va

told his cousin, "going to call you Rick even though there
is atradition for it. There are too many 'Ri cks' conplicat-
ing the family history now. | think you had better be
"Rod' . "

"Anythin' yo' say," he grinned.

For the third time that afternoon Val heard a car com ng
up the drive.

"If this should turn out to be the Grand Chan of Tartary

or the Lama of Peru | shall not be one iota surprised," he
announced. "After what |'ve been through this afternoon,
not hi ng, absolutely nothing, would surprise ne. Ch, it's
only the famly."

Wth the inpatience of one who has a good earth-

shaki ng shock ready to adnini ster, he watched his wander-
ing relatives disenbark. Charity and Hol mes were stil
with them and a sort of aura of disappoi ntnent hung over
me group. Then Ricky | ooked up and with a cry of joy
came up the terrace steps in what seenmed |ike a single

| eap.

"Ch, M. Creighton," she began when Val lifted his

hand. "Let me tell it," he begged, "I've been waiting for
a chance like this for years." R cky was obediently silent,
thinking that he wished to break the nystery of the author
But Jeens and LeFl eur understood that it was to them Va
appeal ed.

"Val , what are you doing out of bed?" was Rupert's
first question.
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"Saving the old homestead while you went joyriding.

We had visitors this afternoon."

"Visitors? Who?" he began when his brother silenced
himwith a frown.

"Ch, let's not go into that now," Val said hurriedly.

"There is sonmething nore inportant to be di scussed. Since
you left this afternoon we have had an addition to the

famly."
"An addition to the fam|y?" puzzled Ricky. "Wat do
you nean?’

"Ri ck Ral estone has cone back," Val announced.
"Val, hadn't you better go back to bed?" suggested his

sister.
"Not now," he grinned at her. "1 haven't lost ny mnd

yet, nor am|l raving. Ladies and gentlenen," Val pre-
pared to echo Creighton's speech of an hour before, "permt
me to introduce Roderick St. Jean de Roche Ral estone, the

m ssing heir!"
Wth an inmpish grin Val had never seen on his face

before, Jeens clicked his heels in a creditable imtation of a
court bow.

238
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RUPERT BRI NGS HOVE HI S
MARCHI ONESS

"Such a nice donestic scene,” Val observed.

Ri cky | ooked up fromthe bow into which she was
shel ling peas. "Now just what do you nean by that?" she
asked suspiciously.

"Not hing, nothing at all. It's getting so |l can't say a

word around here w thout you suspecting sone sort of a

catch in it," her brother conplained. He shifted the draw ng-
board Rod had fixed up for himan inch or two. Although
Val's armwas at |ast out of the sling, he was not supposed
to use it unless absolutely necessary.

"Well, after that afternoon when you made the nissing
heir appear like a rabbit out of a hat— began his sister
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"Rod," Val called down to where their cousin was
busi ed over the stretching of the new badm nton net, "did
you hear that? She referred to you as a rabbit—deliberately.”

"Hm m" Rod answered in absent-m nded fashion. "That
cat of Mss Charity's just wal ked away with one of those
feathered things yo' bat 'round."

"Let us hope that he returns it in tinme," Val said;

"otherwi se | can prophesy that you are going to spend the
rest of the norning craw ing arouund under hedges and
things hunting for himand it. Ricky will not be bal ked. |If
she says that we are going to play badnm nton—well, we

are going to play badm nton."

"I think that you might help too." Ricky attacked a

fresh pod viciously as their cousin canme up on the terrace.
He stopped for a nonment by Ricky's chair, |ong enough to
gather the pods together on the paper she had put down for
them piling themup in a nore orderly fashion than she

was capabl e of.

"Doi ng what?" Val inquired. "You know that Lucy

has chased everyone out of the house. And now that Rod

has finished setting out the Iawn sports, what is there |eft
to do? By the way, did Sam nend that croquet nallet, the
one with the | oose head?"

"The one that you broke hitting the stone with when
you ai ned at your ball yesterday?" she asked sweetly.
"Yes, | sawto that this norning."

"Then what nore is there to worry about? Let the party
begin." Val reached for his box of pencils.

That afternoon pronptly at three-thirty the Ral estones of
Pirate's Haven were going to give their first party. They
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had |ived, eaten, and slept with the idea of a party for the
past week until Rupert rebelled and di sappeared for the
mor ni ng, taking Charity with him He decl ared before he

|l eft that the house was no | onger habitable for anyone

above the mental |evel of a party-mad nonomani ac, a
statement with which Val privately agreed. But Ricky did
trap himbefore he got the convertible out and nade him
promi se to bring home two pounds of salted nuts and sone
nmore ice, because she sinply knew that they woul dn't

have enough.

Ri cky dropped the |ast of the peas into the bow and
| eaned back in her canvas deck-chair. "I'mgoing to wear
green," she murnmured dream |y, "with that leaf thing in
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my hair. And Charity's going to wear her rose, the one
that swi shes when she wal ks."

"I think I'"lIl appear in saffron,” Val announced firmy.
"Somehow | feel like saffron. How about you. Rod?"

The thin, efficient, brown-faced person who was Roder-

ick St. Jean de Roche Ral estone, to grant himhis ful

nane, stretched lazily and transferred a fistful of Ricky's
peas to his nouth, a nmouth which was no | onger sullen. At
Val's question he raised his shoulders in one of his French
shrugs and consi der ed.

"Yellow, with lilies behind mah ears," he grinned at
Ri cky. "Bettah give themsonethin' to stare at; they'Il al
be powerful interested, anyway."

"Yes, the lost viscount," Val agreed. "Of course, you're
really only a Lord like me, but it sounds better to say 'the
|l ost viscount.' You'll share the linmelight with Rupert and
241
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the Luck, so you'd better take that pair of ny flannels
whi ch haven't turned quite yell ow yet."

Rod shook his head. "This tinme Ah have nmah own. Ah

went in town shoppin' yesterday. It's mah turn to share
domes. Youah brothah told me to get yo' some shirts. So
Ah did. Lucy put memin the top drawer."

"Don't tell me," Val begged, aroused by this news,
"that we are actually able to afford sonme new cl ot hes

agai n?"

Rod nodded and Ricky sat up. "Don't be silly," she

said, "we're confortably well off. Wth Rupert witing

books, and a lot of oil or something in the swanmp, why,

what have we got to worry about? And next fall Rod's

going to college and I'mtaking that course in dress designing
and Rupert's going to wite another book and—and—=

Her inventive powers failed as Hol nes canme out on the

terrace.

"Hell o there." Val glanced at his watch. "I don't want
to seeminhospitable, but you re about four hours too
early. W haven't even craw ed into our party duds."

"So | see. But this isn't a social call. By the way,
where's Charity?"

"Ch, she went off with Rupert this norning," answered
Ricky. "And | think it was mean of them running out on
us that way, when there was so much to do."

It seemed to Val that there was a faint shadow of
irritation across the open good nature of Holnmes' smle
when he heard her answer. "That dansel is becom ng very
el usi ve nowadays," he observed as he sat down. "But
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"More business? Not another oil-well!" Ricky expressed
her surprise vividly with upflung hands.

"Not an oil-well, no. Just this—= He pulled Val's

bl ack note-book from his pocket. "Now | am not going to

tell you that | have shown themto a publisher and that he
wants fifty thousand or so at five dollars apiece. But | did
show themto that friend | spoke of. He isn't very well
known at present but he will be some day. His nanme is

Fenly Moss and he is interested in animated cartoons. He

has some ideas that sound rather big to ne.

"Fen says that these animal draw ngs of yours show
promi se and he wants to know whet her you ever thought
of trying something along his |ine?"

Val shook his head, inpatient to hear the rest.

"Well, he's in town right now on his vacation and he's

com ng out to see you tonorrow. | advise you, Ral estone,
that if Fen makes you the proposition | think he's going to,
tograb it. It'lIl mean hard work for you and plenty of it,
but there is a future to it."

"l don't know how to thank you," the boy began when

Hol mes frowned at him hal f-seriously. "None of that.
was really doing Fen a favor, but you neend't tell him
that. Do you know how | ong Charity and your brother are
goi ng to be gone?"

"No. But they'll be back for lunch," Ricky said. "If

they renmenber |unch—they're getting so vague lately. Va

went out to call themto dinner last night and it took hima
good five minutes to get themout of the garden.”

"Five? Nearer ten," scoffed her brother.
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Hol mes got up abruptly. "Well, I'lIl be drifting. Wen
is this binge of yours?"

"Three-thirty, which really nmeans four,"'
"Aren't you going to stay to |unch?"

answered Ri cky.
The New Yoricer shook his head. "Sorry, |'ve another

engagenent. Thanks just the sane."

"Thank you!'' Val waved the note-book as he vani shed.
"Wonder why he hurried off that way?"

"Mad to think that Mss Charity was gone," answered

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Ralestone%20Luck.txt (157 of 158) [2/2/03 11:43:38 PM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ral estone%20L uck.txt

Rod shrewdly. "Yo've had that board | ong enough." He
cal My possessed himself of Val's draw ng equi prment.
"Time to rest.”

"Yes, grandfather,"” his cousin assented neekly.

Ri cky slapped at a fly. "It seens to get hotter and

hotter," she said. Fromthe breast pocket of her sport dress
she produced a handkerchi ef and nopped her face. Then

she | ooked at the handkerchief in surprise.

"What's the matter? Sone face cone off along with the
pai nt ?" asked Val

"No. But | just renenbered what this is—eur clue!"
"You nean the handkerchief we found in the hall? |

wonder who—

Rod reached up and took it out of her hand.
"Mne. Mss Charity gave ne a dozen last Christmas."
"Then you left it there," Ricky laughed. "Well, that

solves the last of our nysteries."
"Al'l present or accounted for," Val agreed as around

the house canme Rupert and their tenant.
"So there you are," began Ricky. "And 1'd like to

know what you've been doing all norning—
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"Woul d you reall y?" asked Rupert.

Ri cky stared at himfor a | ong noment and then she

arose before transferring her gaze to Charity. It mght have
been sunburn or the heat Ricky had conpl ai ned of which

col ored the cheeks of the Boston Bigl ow

"Rod! Val!" cried R cky. "Were are your nmanners?"

As she sank forward in a deep and graceful curtsy she
added, "Can't you see that Rupert has brought hone his
Mar chi oness?"

"Now that,"” said Val. as he held out his hand to the
new mstress of Pirate's Haven, "is what | call 'Ral estone
Luck."' "
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